Seeing the animals may be the first priority of a vis-
itor at a zoo or aquarium, but the second priority is
always food. Food managers and directors use cre-

ative signage to show
off their menus and
bring visitors to the
snack stands, restau-
rants and cafes.

At the Aquarium of
the Pacific, the Café
Scuba welcomes visi-
tors with menu items
listed on digital signs.
The signs, provided by
Texas Digital of College
Station, Texas, are easy
to use and changes are
made from a computer
within the aquarium.

“We have one hang-
ing horizontal, or land-
scape, sign in the
cafeteria that is divided
to show the pizza and
pasta menu, the deli
options and the hot grill
foods,” said Derek
Basillie, audio/visual
manager at the aquari-
um. “We started with
the digital signs in 2008.
At first they just had
text, such as the menu

items and prices. Then we added the aquarium logo,
and then motion where the images turn and spin. The

94 Tourist Attractions and Parks «

The Ciritical Role

of Concession Signage
at Zoos and Aquariums

Digital signage from Texas Digital at the Aquarium of the Pacific
in Long Beach, Calif. Changes to these signs, at the attraction’s
Café Scuba, are made from a computer.

A digital sign showing a kids’ menu at the Aquarium of the Pacific.

Attention-grabbing logos and turning, spinning images have been
added to the signs since they were first installed.
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signs literally come alive, and they grabbed a lot of
attention from the aquarium visitors.”
According to Basillie, the digital signs serve many

purposes. They not
only show visitors
what food is available,
but what specials are
available as well. Icons
can be added to the
signs to designate
healthy lifestyle menu
choices. Scrolling ban-
ner ads run at the bot-
tom of the signs to
educate visitors on the
aquarium’s  commit-
ment to sustainable
seafood, the café’s use
of biodegradable uten-
sils, plates and cups and
also to  advertise
upcoming  aquarium
events.

“The signs have
turned out to be such a
valued educational tool,
and they are so easy to
change. We have a soft-
ware program that
makes the changes sim-
ple and immediate.”

Texas Digital works
with many different

venues to supply signage needs. The company pro-
vides entertainment parks, stadiums, concert venues



and other facilities with its propri-
etary software platform Vital
CAST™, The software allows

venues to make
changes to their signage on a month-
ly, daily, hourly or minute-by-minute
basis. The digital signage is used not
only in food areas of zoos, aquariums
and other facilities, but in ticketing
areas and for wayfinding purposes
as well.

“We work with each facility to
assess their needs. With food, the
idea is to make the food options as
enticing as possible, so customers
will find it irresistible,” said Romney
Stewart, vice president of Customer
Services.

Using the Texas Digital content
management system, customers can

upload photos, images, videos and logos to create
signage that is specific to the facility and its needs.

A digital menu for Café Scuba at
the Aquarium of the Pacific. The
signs, which can include scrolling
banner ads, have become a valu-
able educational tool.

“Signage is not just an extra when it comes to food
service at zoos and aquariums and other entertain-
ment centers,” Stewart noted. “Visual communica-

tion can be the difference between a
guest buying an item and not buying
an item.”

While digital signage is finding its
way to different venues, many zoos
and aquariums still rely on tradition-
al signage to highlight their food and
beverage options.

“Signage is not an after-thought
for us,” said General Manager Katie
Schumacher of the Virginia Aquari-
um & Marine Science Center in Vir-
ginia Beach. “We put a great deal of
effort into wording and our pricing
on the menu boards and signs. We
want visitors to be attracted to our
food, and we want our prices to be

enticing as well. We want the guests to buy their food
here instead of going elsewhere.”
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The Virginia Aquarium’s food

service is operated by Gaithers-

burg, Md.-based Sodexo, Inc., a

leading facilities service and man-

agement company, which serves more than 700 ven-

ues throughout the United States, Canada and

Mexico. The aquarium receives about 750,000 guests

per year and operates two snack stands, a snack cart
and a café.

In the café, Schumacher relies on slide-in signs, so
she can easily post menu item specials plus the soup
of the day. There is also a menu board outside the
café. The aquarium is home to an IMAX theater with
a concession stand as well. A large menu board hangs
on the wall behind the concessions stand. Visitors to
the aquarium walk a nature trail that leads to a sec-
ond building that holds reptiles and birds. A snack
stand serves visitors at that location. There is a per-
manent menu sign on the side of the reptile and
birds’ building as guests approach the snack stand.

“The idea with all the signs is to let people in line

see their options before they order. If they know what
they want ahead of time, the lines move quickly and
our customers stay happy. Signs may seem like a triv-
ial thing, but they are so important to providing good
customer service.”

At the Capron Park Zoo in Attleboro, Mass., Cura-
tor of Education Melanie Stoehrer oversees all sig-
nage. The 7.5-acre zoo, which is owned by the city of
Attleboro, features more than 60 species of animals
plus a splash depth water playground. The zooruns
a concessions area with picnic tables. It serves snack
food items such as ice cream, slushies, hamburgers
and hot dogs.

“We have temporary signs at the concession
stands indicating our menu items and prices. We
change the sign about every two weeks if menu items
change,” said Stoehrer. “The signs are easy to see
when in line, and they provide a great service to us
especially at peak times. If people know what we
have available, they will order quickly and allow the
line to move along.”
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For 15 years, Paula Grimstead has served as execu-
tive director of the Red River Zoo in Fargo, N.D. The
24-acre zoo exhibits 275 animals representing 70 differ-

ent species and receives
more than 70,000 visi-
tors each year. Grim-
stead operates one
concession stand that
offers basic snack food
such as nachos, taco-in-
a-bag, candy, popcorn,
Dippin’ Dots and fruit
bars. On the window of
the concession stand is a
large, vinyl cling sign
that displays all menu
items. There is also a
sign that sits on the
counter.

“We can pop in letters and additions and subtrac-
tions to the menu very easily,” Grimstead explained.
“We also display promotional signs that are given to

“The signs have turned out to be
such a valued educational tool, and
they are so easy to change. We have
a software program that makes the

changes simple and immediate.”

- Derek Basillie, Aquarium of the Pacific, Long Beach, Calif.

us by companies when we serve their products. With
only one concession stand, we want people to know
what is available as soon as they get into line. We

want them to buy our
food and stay at our
zoo. If they have to
wait too long, they
might decide to go
somewhere else for
food, and that does not
help us since all pro-
ceeds go back to the
zoo in support of our
programs.”

Whether traditional
or high-tech, signs play
an important role at
eateries at zoos and
aquariums. They offer

menu information and help food managers provide
efficient customer service.
(For more information, circle 233 on card.)
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