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Abstract

Novelty decay is a central repeat-visitation problem in family entertainment parks because the
psychological value of a fixed attraction can decline long before the physical asset reaches the end of
its useful life. This article connects research on habituation, novelty, curiosity, competence, and flow
with the operating economics of family entertainment centers and activity parks. It distinguishes
physical novelty - the introduction or replacement of assets-from experiential novelty, which changes
missions, rules, difficulty, stories, social configurations, rewards, and outcomes while using much of
the same infrastructure. The paper proposes that repeat visitation is strongest when novelty is followed
by progressive mastery rather than simple repetition. It introduces the concept of psychological asset
depreciation and argues that programming, personalization, levels, social competition, long-term
projects, and rotating content can function as anti-depreciation mechanisms. A research agenda is
proposed for measuring attraction-level novelty decay and testing whether adaptive experience layers
can extend the productive life of physical assets.

Novelty Decay as Psychological Asset Depreciation

Family entertainment parks invest heavily in physical assets whose mechanical life may extend for
many years. Yet the customer's psychological response can depreciate much faster. A slide that
remains structurally sound may no longer feel novel after several visits. A trampoline court may
continue operating at full capacity while a frequent visitor perceives that the experience has
already been completed. The FEC Gap Taxonomy describes this cluster through novelty decay,
attraction fatigue, experience repetition, static infrastructure dependence, content-refresh deficit,
replayability deficit, discovery deficit, and single-visit design bias (Godovykh, 2026).

Habituation research provides a useful foundation. Repeated presentation of a stimulus can lead to
a decrement in response, although habituation is not simply sensory fatigue and is influenced by
stimulus characteristics, context, and learning processes (Groves & Thompson, 1970; Rankin et al.,
2009). Novelty, surprise, and deviance can also affect attention and memory, while curiosity is
closely related to information seeking and uncertainty reduction (Kidd & Hayden, 2015; Schomaker
& Meeter, 2015). These findings should not be reduced to the popular claim that children merely
'need dopamine' or constantly seek stimulation. The more defensible conclusion is that repeated
exposure changes attention, prediction, and exploratory value.

The practical implication is straightforward. A family's first visit contains many unanswered
questions: What is behind the structure? How fast is the slide? Can the child finish the obstacle?
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What happens in the interactive room? Later visits contain fewer unknowns. The physical
environment is the same, but the subjective environment has changed.

Physical Novelty and Experiential Novelty

Operators often respond to declining excitement by replacing equipment. Physical refresh can be
valuable, particularly when an attraction is outdated, poorly used, unsafe, or no longer aligned
with the target market. However, capital replacement is only one way to create change. The same
physical asset can support multiple experiential configurations.

Consider a climbing wall. The wall can be used for free climbing, beginner routes, timed routes,
color-based missions, parent-child relays, team challenges, monthly leaderboards, problem-solving
routes, or progressive levels. A trampoline court can support open jump, target games, response-
to-signal activities, team scoring, movement sequences, obstacle missions, or skill certifications. An
interactive projection system can host changing sports, puzzles, collaborative tasks, or child-
created content. In each case, the asset remains substantially unchanged while the experienced
task changes.

This distinction suggests two forms of novelty. Physical novelty changes what the park owns.
Experiential novelty changes what the visitor is asked to notice, attempt, decide, create, or
accomplish. The second form can often be refreshed more frequently and at lower cost. It also
allows the operator to learn what customers value before committing to permanent capital.

From Novelty to Competence

Novelty alone cannot sustain long-term engagement. If every visit must feel completely unfamiliar,
the operating burden becomes unrealistic. A more durable design uses novelty to initiate
engagement and then creates a path toward competence, autonomy, and social connection. Self-
determination theory identifies competence, autonomy, and relatedness as basic psychological
needs that support intrinsic motivation (Ryan & Deci, 2000). Flow theory similarly emphasizes the
relationship between challenge and skill: an activity becomes less engaging when it is persistently
too easy or too difficult (Csikszentmihalyi, 1990).

For family entertainment parks, the transition from novelty to mastery is therefore critical. A child
may stop finding the existence of a ropes course novel, but remain motivated by a new route, a
more difficult level, a team role, or a personal goal. A creator station may initially attract because
the technology is unfamiliar, but later retain interest because the child is building a larger project.
Repetition is not necessarily the problem; repetition without progress is.

The distinction is important across age groups. Younger children may enjoy repeating actions
because repetition itself supports prediction, motor practice, and mastery. Older children and
frequent visitors may require more complex challenges, greater autonomy, stronger peer
comparison, or meaningful projects. A park that treats all visitors as first-time users ignores this
developmental and experiential variation (Godovykh et al., 2026).
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Programming as an Anti-Depreciation Mechanism

Programming can be understood as a system for renewing the experienced product without
rebuilding the physical park. Weekly clubs, monthly themes, seasonal stories, competitions,
scavenger missions, creator challenges, family events, and annual showcases change the reason
for visiting. This approach also creates temporal scarcity without relying on manipulative urgency:
a robotics championship or Ocean Month exists during a real period because the program itself is
scheduled, not because the operator has fabricated an arbitrary countdown.

The Future Experience Park strategy formalizes this idea through multiple cadences:
recommendations and progress can change every visit; workshops and clubs can change weekly;
themes and exhibitions can change monthly; seasonal missions can respond to holidays and
school breaks; and major Expos or championships can create annual peaks (Future Experience
Park, 2026). The exact cadence is concept-specific, but the principle generalizes to family
entertainment parks of many sizes.

Small-format activity parks may have an advantage here because flexible rooms and movable
equipment can support rapid reconfiguration. Large parks can preserve capital-intensive anchor
attractions while making the program layer around them dynamic. In both cases, the operator is
managing a portfolio of physical assets and a portfolio of experiences.

Persistent Progress and the Return Loop

A membership discount lowers the financial cost of returning, but it does not by itself create a
psychological reason to return. The stronger return loop occurs when the visitor leaves with
unfinished business. A child may have a next level to complete, a project to continue, an
achievement to unlock, a tournament to enter, or a collaborative build that will evolve over time. A
persistent profile can make prior progress visible and allow the next visit to begin where the
previous one ended.

This creates a different value proposition for memberships. Rather than selling repeated access to
a static environment, the park sells access to an evolving journey. The distinction matters because
the same visit frequency can feel either repetitive or progressive. In terms of experience
measurement, operators should therefore examine not only visit counts but whether perceived
challenge, novelty, and competence change across visits (Godovykh & Tasci, 2020a).
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Research Agenda

Novelty decay is widely discussed in the industry but rarely measured with attraction-level
longitudinal data. Family entertainment parks could generate valuable evidence by following the
same customers across multiple visits and observing how participation, affect, perceived challenge,
and return intention change.

e Estimate novelty-decay curves for different attraction types by measuring participation and
self-reported excitement across successive visits.

e Compare first-time visitors, occasional visitors, and members rather than treating all
attendance as one population.

e Test whether levels, missions, social competition, rotating content, or personalization
flatten the decline in attraction use.

e Estimate psychological asset depreciation alongside accounting depreciation to identify
when an attraction loses customer value before it loses physical function.

e Measure whether adaptive programming increases renewal and repeat visitation enough to
justify its staffing and content-production cost.

Conclusion

The central repeat-visitation challenge in family entertainment parks is not that physical equipment
inevitably becomes useless. It is that the meaning of the equipment changes as visitors become
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familiar with it. Novelty decay can therefore be managed partly as an experience-design problem.
Operators can extend the psychological life of assets by changing goals, difficulty, stories, social
configurations, feedback, and progression. The strongest model does not require endless novelty;
it converts initial novelty into mastery, agency, social connection, and an unfinished journey that
creates a legitimate reason to return.
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