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Abstract

There has been a spectacular growth in the escape game sector over the past decade. The extraordinary global
impact of escape rooms, their implications for tourism, and the limited literature provide grounds for this
research. This paper examines such phenomena using an empirical methodology based on a geographic
analysis of business repositories and a global survey. Tourism plays a significant role in the escape room
industry: approximately one of every three customers is a tourist. Escape roomer-tourists have even been
detected: people who essentially plan their trips with the sole intention of playing these games. A significant
contrast exists between business-owners and countries, however, as to the role given to foreign customers and
the opportunities that all the above implies. Indeed, the connection between escape room narratives and the
local culture has been shown to be weak in a majority of cases. Thus, this contribution seeks to feed into
an emerging and increasingly relevant debate that has been little addressed in tourism geography: linking
experiences, creative economies, authenticity and cultural heritage, etc. — through escape rooms.
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1. Introduction

“In China, people are paying $13 to be locked in a room
and forced to solve puzzles to get out”: this December 2013
headline from The Verge (Jeffries, 2013) described a report
on the first escape rooms in Beijing in The Wall Street
Journal. Regarded as a descendant of Japanese Takagism®
in East Asia, this leisure segment is beginning to flourish
worldwide and a variety of precursors have been identified
(Nicholson, 2015). When this report asked subscribers to
comment, they described similar patterns in a variety of
cities around the world.

An escape experience is an immersive team-based game,
the objective of which is to escape from a room within a given
time. The challenge usually involves not just escaping from the
room but also a story with a specific goal: finding a treasure,
stealing something, finding a key, thwarting a programmed
terrorist threat, etc. The room is full of objects and clues that
have to be solved. Some elements are accessories and others

are relevant for making progress: keys or data that open
safes, briefcases, drawers, cabinets or even doors that allow
access to additional unexpected rooms. The environments
are varied: a cell, an apartment, a warehouse, a bank, a rail
car, an asylum, a laboratory... sometimes a recreation of the
past, such as a pirate ship, an Egyptian pyramid, a medieval
hall or a Second World War bunker.

The leisure economy is expanding, diversifying and
becoming more professional in response to the growing
demand for recreation. After commodities and goods and
services, experiences — as the fourth stage of Economic
Value - have flourished spectacularly: “experiences are not
an amorphous construct; it is as real an offering as any
service, good, or commodity” (Pine and Gilmore, 1999, p. 98).
In this context, and in part due to the rapid development of
technologies in everyday life (virtual relations, the digital
society, etc.), the experience industry has to all appearances
been revamped and reinvigorated by a new generation
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of offline entertainment, such as climbing walls, military
games (paintball), street gymkhanas and - one of the latest
phenomena round the world (Stasiak, 2016) — escape rooms.
As an experience product, escape rooms possess the basic
ingredients of a structured experience (Ellis et al., 2019):
play, immersion, mindfulness, absorption, engagement and
quality. Kolar (2017) also identifies novelty and authenticity
as basic components of the experience in these escape
attractions. Mitas and Bastiaansen (2018) discuss the
relevance of novelty - experiencing something new and
different than the day to day, believed to be enjoyable - for
explaining tourists’ positive emotions. In contrast, Wang
(1999) draws a distinction between the authenticity of
objects, the authenticity of experiences, and existential
authenticity. Escape games might be an authentic form of
termed constructed experience and could mediate a tourism
experience in positive emotions.

Although one precedent can be traced back to the first
decade of the 21 century (Nicholson, 2015), the business
first emerged in its current format toward the early 2010s
and has seen extraordinary growth in recent years.
According to Spira (2019), the number of companies in
the United States has increased from two dozen facilities
in 2014 to 2,300 in 2019. Meanwhile, in Europe, if we take
Spain as an example, according to the Escape Room Lover
blog in 2019, the business has ballooned 451%, from 150
companies in mid-2016 to 677 in 2019 and 958 in 2021. The
rapid development of the offer has been accompanied by
the extraordinary popularity of this new form of recreation:
escape facilities are ranked among the top “things to do” in
the biggest cities around the world in TripAdvisor’s What
to do indoors? lists. As such, there is a need for a deeper
understanding of the phenomenon.

The emerging nature of the sector and its spread
around the globe, its implications for tourism, and the
limited previous scientific literature all justify the present
contribution. This is one of the first papers to systematically
examine the geographic features of these attractions, and to
contribute to the understanding of escape rooms from the
scope of the offer. Specifically, the authors present an analysis
of general patterns - dimensions, evolution and location,
a deep characterization of the sector and a discussion of
its role in contemporary hospitality and tourism. For such
purposes, the paper is structured as follows: first, the main
concepts and ideas are addressed through a review of the
limited literature on escape rooms and their implications for
tourism. Second, the sources and methodology are described.
Next, the results are presented and discussed. Finally, the
conclusions are highlighted.

2. Literature review

Despite their impact in the media, little scientific
literature exists today on escape rooms?. Most of the
contributions are focused on the use of escape experiences
for didactic purposes, particularly team building and active
learning from Primary School to Higher Education. The
growing acceptance of escape rooms as entertainment
and the popularity of educational games have led teachers

to repurpose these experiences for the classroom. In this
respect, the first studies on the topic have shown a positive
impact on content knowledge and collaboration skills. In
education, escape challenges have been tested by a wide
range of individuals from children (see Nicholson, 2018) to
university students, especially in the medical sciences (Kinio
et al.,, 2017), chemistry (Dietrich, 2018) and engineering
(Borrego et al, 2017). A few other contributions have
drawn attention to such varied fields as librarianship - in
order to promote reading, literacy, and search skills (Wise
et al., 2018), language learning (Dorado, 2018), and technical
writing (Melo and Johnson, 2018).

Despite focusing on the educational field, in his “Peeking
behind the locked door”, Nicholson (2015) is the first
author to systematise the origins of the sector and to give
an approach to the characteristics of the offer, especially in
the United States. In this regard, this author includes some
questions that have strong links to the goals of the present
research, such as perceptions of the market, narratives and
local culture.

Escape rooms are one of the latest phenomena in the leisure
market. Leisure, recreation and tourism generally are seen
as a set of interrelated and overlapping concepts. Following
Hall and Page (2014), tourism and recreation are generally
regarded as subsets of the wider concept of leisure, and due
to this overlap, broader approaches ensure more powerful
explanations: “This is because society is not divided into
sports players, television viewers, tourists and so on. It is the
same people who do all these things” (ibid., p. 8). As a leisure
service, in escape rooms - recreational, tourist and work
experiences converge. This work assumes these intersections
and starts from a holistic conception, but further analyses the
implications of escape rooms for tourism.

Research in the social sciences into the impact of escape
rooms on leisure is still in its nascent stages and few
contributions have been published to date®. Most of these
studies have focused on their recreational role, from both
the supply and demand perspectives. Stasiak’s (2016) and
Villar’s (2018) works are geographically-driven, describing
how the sector spread to Poland and Spain respectively.
Stasiak (2016) systematises the origin and structure of
these games and also some location patterns at the urban
scale in ten Polish cities, while Villar (2018) - in a similar
historical overview - surveys Spanish entrepreneurs to
give a profile of the offer and initiates what might be called
a basic “Geography of Escape Rooms”. These contributions
both show the remarkable growth of the sector, its major
relationships with recreation, and its special impact
on the millennial generation. For their part (demand-
led approaches), Kolar (2017), Kolar and Cater (2018),
Dilek and Dilek (2018), and Stasiak (2019) analyse users’
experiences using etnography techniques. In these cases,
the study area takes a second place and the phenomenon
is contextualised within hospitality research as novelty
experiences, post-modern tourism and the management
of flows. These academic researchers generate a complete
discussion of these activities from the perspective of demand,
highlighting the way that these attractions provide new,

2 A literature search was conducted on Scopus and the Web of Science academic databases. A total of 80 documents were retrieved
using the term “escape room” in both cases. A detailed exploration shows a temporal concentration since 2017 (75 entries),
with no results prior to 2015. A similar pattern was seen in an examination of Google Scholar, a broader-focus browser, with

only 1,880 results (1,430 since 2015).

3 A finer search leads to only 9 papers that analyse escape rooms from social science subject perspectives such as hospitality

management, tourism studies and geography.
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peak, unique and fan experiences through the challenging
social components of gameplay (Kolar, 2017), the importance
of theming, narratives and word-of-mouth communication
for management purposes (Kolar and Cater, 2018) and,
lastly, a comprehensive description of users (motivations,
frequency, emotions, etc., see Stasiak, 2019).

These contributions are only partially aware of the
implications of this business for tourism: for example, Nagy,
Petyko, Didna and Egedy (2018), and Bakhsheshi (2019),
have analysed escape rooms as innovative tourist products.
The first of these two studies discusses the case of Budapest
in the context of creative tourism. The authors underline
the innovativeness and creativity of local entrepreneurs as
a kind of tipping point for certain destinations, in coherence
with the new intangible resources in travel economies
such as lifestyles, atmospheres, narratives and media
(Richards, 2009). The second study proposes the activity as
a novel and memorable experience for tourists. In this sense,
we understand that escape rooms are suitable laboratories
to study the role of authenticity in leisure industries, as
manufactured products linked to residents’ and travellers’
experiences. The role of the design of spaces in leisure
research often focuses on generating places for recreational
use, as largely physical places the foundation on which
experience is built, designed and valued. The generation of
an escape-room tourist destination (e.g. Barcelona) leads to
stimulating questions about tourist authenticity (following
Rickly and McCabe, 2017): can we truly design spaces for
authentic engagement? Is it ever possible to authentically
experience places that have been designed?

Multiple theoretical approaches to authenticity have been
taken in tourism and leisure studies (Rickly, 2013): from
objective views (Lau, 2010), where authenticity is seen as
the genuineness of a certain artifact, structure or ritual,
measured by experts; to constructivist perspectives that
contend that tourists look for symbolic authenticity rather
than essentialist properties. These object-based approaches
were deconstructed by Wang (1999, p. 358) - as object-
oriented perspectives present conflicting points of view
regarding tourist motivations and experiences in relation
to the epistemological understandings of the object being
visited - arguing that “a postmodernist deconstruction
of the authenticity of the original implicitly paves the
way to defining existential authenticity as an alternative
experience.” This existential authenticity ties in with the two
dimensions of the studied phenomenon: the intrapersonal
dimension implies bodily sensations (Cook, 2010) and/or
self-making experiences (Kim and Jamal, 2007), while an
interpersonal dimension ties in with a sense of communitas
(Rickly, 2013). Some authors (Nicholson, 2015; Kolar, 2017,
Dilek and Dilek, 2018) have identified escape rooms as flow
experiences (Csikszentmihalyi, 1990), in which a group of
people plays in a coordinated fashion with the same objective,
everyone is fully immersed, and some essential elements
of a tourist experience — emotional, learning, practical
and transformational - are present (Bakhsheshi, 2019;
Bakhsheshi and Ghaziani, 2019).

Finally, apart from the scientific literature, marketing and
consulting agencies have used surveys of business owners
to develop inventories and technical reports (state of the
industry) (Agarwal, 2018; Sofmarr LLC, 2018). Although
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they mostly focus their attention on aspects that fall outside
the scope of this research project, such as the creation
of the game and the business, maintenance and security
systems, other features that are more relevant for our
topic are included, such as the entrepreneur profile, player
demographics and themes. The previous scientific literature
and such technical reports are discussed below in concert
with the main findings of our investigation.

This phenomenon is thus garnering growing attention
both inside and outside the academic world. Nevertheless,
there are many focal issues that are still unexplored. In
this respect, the implications of escape games for tourism
enable us to dig deeper, especially into the relationship
between the activity as a tourist offering, on the one hand,
and the destination as a well-known, well-represented and
symbolised place. In this sense, tourism geography has
highlighted the qualities and significance that societies place
on their lands, which leads us to a landscape conception
of the tourist destination (Cartier, 2005; Crouch, 2013).
Escape rooms, especially those that, as will be seen below,
are designed to take the city or region in which they are
located into consideration, transfer to and confer upon
the game plot, the qualities and attributes that most and
best characterise the area. This is a mechanism that both
qualifies the product and affords it some distinctiveness in
a highly competitive market (Pritchard and Morgan, 2001;
Truong et al., 2018). In addition, it should not be forgotten
that these entrepreneurs can exploit core topics and
consolidated tourist routes to make themselves more visible
in the complementary tourist market.

3. Data and methods

An exploratory geographical study has been conducted to
gain an insight into the escape room sector. A survey was
selected as the research method as it has the ability to be
administered to every facility in the world quickly and at
low cost via the Internet (Solomon, 2001; Gunn, 2002). The
first step in such a survey is to define the research universe.
The present study is focused on escape facilities and does
not include any other agents such as designers, bloggers or
demand factors. Identification of the offer allows both the
market distribution to be identified and a list of contacts to
be obtained for the survey. The primary sources were two
company directories: the Escape Room Directory (ERD, 2017)
and Escape the RoomZ by Sofmarr LLC (2018).

The challenge of determining the size of the phenomenon
at the global scale is complicated due to the poor availability of
international directories, their bias toward certain countries
and their infrequent updating. Although intermediation
websites and escaper blogs have been developed, they
are country-based and only list the national offers. The
previous research (Stasiak, 2016; Villar, 2018) used ERD to
obtain an international perspective, but this directory is no
longer updated: the latest version (August 2017) contained
over 2,500 registered facilities and 7,000 rooms®. A yearbook
with a new listing was published in December 2018 by
Sofmarr LLC, a company focused on escape room-related
information, products and services, according to which
about 5,736 enterprises currently operate worldwide. Both
indexes were tested at certain locations using national

4 As its webmaster explained in a personal communication, it was not possible to achieve perfect coverage in any given place, so
this is almost certainly an underestimate of the number of rooms in the world, especially since there were basically no East

Asian rooms represented.
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directories, Google Maps and TripAdvisor (“Escape Room
Barcelona”, “Escape Game Moscow”, “Escape Game
Sydney”, etc.). These sources have proved valuable on account
of their spatial coverage, although misrepresentations have
been detected in certain countries such as Russia, Japan,
South Korea and, especially, China. In this regard, there is a
noticeable lack of accurate information to obtain an overall
picture of the phenomenon in the Chinese market, which
is almost certainly the leading market in the world (Nagy
et al., 2018). Some corporate organisations put the total
number of escape rooms in China at more than 4,000 in 2018
(China EGA, 2020). Nevertheless, this figure contrasts with
the scarcity of Chinese companies registered in the many
directories that can be consulted, making this obstacle one
of the main limitations of our research design. Thus, the
main results and conclusions of our work might be extended
to most of the world, as revealing a global phenomenon,
but all the while bearing in mind this unavoidable under-
representation with respect to China.

As these directories only provide the URLs of the
facilities, an automated bulk e-mail finder was run using
Hunter.io software. A total of 8,468 e-mail addresses were
extracted: 2,849 from ERD and 5,619 from Sofmarr LLC.
The two lists were combined to ensure the maximum scope
of the survey. After this, duplicate rows had been eliminated
and a final total of 6,441 e-mail addresses in 117 countries
was obtained for use as a contact list.

Once the global offer was quantified and mapped by
country, a 20-questions in 3 sections survey was designed:

1. Business and owner profile: year of opening, number
and age of business partners, number of employees,
franchises, relations with competitors, etc.;

2. Tourism implications: percentage of tourists, number
of languages spoken, promotion at hotels and tourist
attractions, etc.; and

3. Importance of theme and place: relationship between the
room’s theme and the place (city/region), outdoor games
offer, location patterns, etc.

A total of 356 responses were obtained from 50 countries
and approximately 270 cities. In addition to these numbers, 70
respondents filled out a final open query (Other comments
and suggestions) that provided useful qualitative information.
Although this sample is statistically significant over our
universe of 6,441 escape rooms, the underrepresentation of
China in repositories does not allow establishing definitive
findings in the matter®. A content analysis was carried out
for a better understanding of the results. This methodological
procedure is useful for reducing all the information provided
by respondents to a smaller number of categories, using
explicit coding rules and controlled and interpretive deduction
through semantic inference (Bardin, 1977; Weber, 1990,
Schreier, 2012; Krippendorff, 2013).

There are no records of ER entrants that contain customer
data, especially regarding their place of origin. As stated
by Nagy et al. (2018), databases allow a demand analysis,
and service owners rarely include information about the
type of customer, making a fine distinction between locals,
travellers and tourists impossible. Our survey is based on
the providers’ perceptions (on a scale of 0-10) of the relative
proportion of non-locals. This has a bearing on the accuracy
of data on the percentage of tourists intended to complement
other indexes (number of languages, promotion of tourism

facilities, etc.), to determine the importance of tourism
in this type of business. The final open question has also
provided us with some further information in this regard, as
will be seen below.

The procedure and the subsequent results responded to
the following research questions:

*  Q1: What are the global numbers and the distribution of
this phenomenon?;

*  Q2: What are the business models and the entrepreneur
profiles?;

* @Q3: To what extent is tourism present in this industry?
Do managers identify the tourism opportunities of their
facilities?; and

* Q4: To what extent are local culture and distinctive
heritage incorporated into the design of the game’s
storyline? If so, is it possible to align a designed space
with an authentic form of tourism experience?

4. Results and discussion

4.1 Global numbers

According to Sofmarr LLC (2018), which is the more
accurate and more up-to-date of the two directories, a total
of 5,740 facilities are registered in 117 countries. Wéjcik and
Multan (2020) present a total figure of 8,000 — which has
not been rigorously verified — which might cover China and
Japan. Apart from with the underestimated Asian market,
the phenomenon is clearly located in Europe (2,789) and
North America (USA and Canada, 2,426) (see Fig. 1). In
Europe, Spain, the United Kingdom, Netherlands, Germany,
France, Italy and Poland have more than 200 companies
each. By virtue of their clear leading position in the region,
these countries are hereafter referred to as the “Big7”.
The great expansion in Spain is confirmed: Villar (2018)
counted 275 escape rooms in March 2017, whereas today
it is the second-largest market in the world. The growth
in popularity of the sector in Poland identified by Stasiak
(2016) is also validated. Apart from these prevailing areas,
Australia, India, Israel, Malaysia, and New Zealand should
be highlighted as secondary markets (between 100 and 25
facilities, respectively).

The sector is in its nascent stages in South America with
escape rooms currently being opened throughout the entire
region. Brazil is the current leading country, but with only 21.
Nevertheless, growth is especially intense in major cities (Sao
Paulo, Rio de Janeiro, Buenos Aires and Santiago) where —
using national directories and Google Maps — new rooms are
opening every month and international directories are likely
to become obsolete in the immediate future. Similarly, in
Africa, the phenomenon has just reached countries such as
Egypt, South Africa and Nigeria (between 15 and 5 facilities)
and is starting to spread in some cities.

The use of a weighting coefficient shows the relationship
between the offer and the local demand and might be useful
for estimating the sector’s popularity. A similar index
used by Stasiak (2015) for the main Polish cities is given
in Figure 1. The ratio is particularly high (more than 8
facilities per million inhabitants) in Europe, where the
Netherlands, Finland, Spain, Estonia, and Cyprus stand
out. Some other European countries (Greece, Switzerland,
Slovenia, Latvia, Poland, amongst others) are on a second

5 Our sample has statistical significance at a 95% confidence level and with a 5% error rate.
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Fig. 1: Global distribution of escape rooms
Source: Prepared by authors from Sofmarr LLC (2018)

tier (5 to 8 companies per million), along with Canada and
the United States. Market distribution is uneven and there
seems to be no global pattern that explains distribution by
country. On a national scale, some authors (Stasiak, 2016;
Villar, 2018) have already highlighted prior development in
the largest urban areas and the subsequent expansion to
small cities, coastal destinations and towns. As a single-use
business - the customer is won and lost at the same time —
expansion is linked to well-populated and most visited cities,
where popularity and novelty among locals and tourists
have led businesses to seek promotion. According to Kowalik
(2015), these facilities may function well in cities inhabited
by at least 100,000 people. Such a study is not within the
scope of this paper, but a deeper small-scale analysis might
contribute to understanding the geographical drivers of the
phenomenon at the regional and national scales. These data
are available in Appendix 1.

According to our survey data, this leisure industry boomed
around 2016: almost 3 of every 4 respondents (72%) opened
their businesses during the 2015-2017 period, with 2016 the

peak year for almost one third of the total sample (Fig. 2).
This pattern can be verified in the consulted literature:
French and Shaw (2015) describe the explosive growth of the
sector worldwide during the 2010-2015 period, from zero at
the beginning of 2010 to at least 2,800 in 2015, according to
MarketWatch calculations.

Our data reflect the decline in new openings but does
not include closures: in line with Spira (2019), 1 every 3 US
companies have closed in the 2014-2019 period, with 2018
and 2019 the years with the highest number of closures (86%
of total). Some experts predict a reduction in the number
of facilities due to the new customer segment ‘drying up’
(Stasiak, 2019). Also, the possible effect of COVID-19 on the
leisure and tourism industries in general, and escape rooms, in
particular, might reduce the offer — the business contravenes
the established principles for tackling the virus as it is
fundamentally based on a group of people handling objects
in a locked room with no ventilation - or the adaptation of
a real game to a virtual setting (Bass, 2020; Meszaros, 2020;
Roe, 2020), which can be understood as a return of escape
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Fig. 2: Number of businesses opening by year
Source: authors’ survey and processing

rooms to their digital origins and, in the final instance, a loss
of their greatest appeal (handling objects, physical contact,
exercise, disconnection from the virtual world, etc.).

4.2 Business and entrepreneur profiles

According to our survey, 72% of the companies are owned
by one or two partners. Based on a cross-tabulation, we don 't
find interregional differences at this regard. As commented
by survey respondents — and noted by other authors
(Agarwal, 2018; Villar, 2018) - the existence of a family link
is very common. For 60% of the respondents, it is their main
business, while for 40% it is a complementary activity. The
average age of the entrepreneur is 38.1 years. Almost one
third of all the entrepreneurs are in their thirties. In the
United States, the average age is higher and more broadly
distributed among different cohorts. The age of partners and
players - see Nicholson (2015) and Agarwal (2018) - leads us
to regard escape rooms as an activity strongly linked to the
millennial generation.

The sector is primarily based on micro and small
enterprises. French and Shaw (2015) underlined the role
of smaller businesses, each operating in a single city or
region, with some run by enthusiasts who saw the trend
taking off and decided to strike out on their own, as noted
by one respondent: “Escape games have become my full-
time profession. As a backgrounder [sic] I was in training
and development for a global research and development
pharmaceutical company and also worked in sales
leadership. I left the corporate environment to pursue my
own company” (respondent No. 178). The number of people
hired varies greatly: 11% are self-run, while 56% employ 5 or
more people. This pattern is in line with previous research
(Agarwal, 2018), which shows that, as escape games continue
to grow, they will become a reliable and more recognised
source of career opportunities. The cross tabulation shows
that this is particularly applicable in North America — where
escape rooms have higher employability (71% employ 5 or
more) — while in the Big7 countries 53% operate with fewer
than 5 people and a significant 14% are personal or family
operations. Self-management is especially relevant (25%) in
some countries, such as Spain.

Escape rooms are mainly based on an original idea (87%),
while franchises represent 13%°. Agarwal (2018) and Villar
(2018) quantify the weights of dealerships in their respective
areas of study at 5% and 19%, while Spira (2019) quantifies it
at 28% in United States. Our data show a divergence in this

respect: some countries have a lower incidence of franchises
(e.g. Germany, the Netherlands, etc.), while this model
presents a greater weight in others (e.g. Greece, Slovenia,
Russia, etc.). Qualitative responses state that franchises are
becoming more common but there is no statistical evidence,
so the current 13% should be compared to similar studies in
the future.

According to Agarwal (2018), the marketing channels are
mainly online, with advertisements on social networks and
search engine optimisation being the most frequent forms.
Forming mutually beneficial partnerships with other local
businesses such as coffee shops, restaurants or even other
escape rooms is relatively common. Our data show that most
respondents actually enter into some kind of collaboration with
the competition (81%). These working relationships are not
exactly inventive, however, consisting of flyers and informal
recommendations (60%). In contrast, more elaborated forms
of cooperation can be identified, such as escape routes,
escape championships, discount cards and others. In line
with Pechlaner, Fisher and Hammann (2008), these kinds
of synergies are a source of innovation, generate distinctive
products in an inter-organisational network process and are
especially relevant for expanding this flourishing market
at tourist destinations. These collaborative practices also
represent a good example of coopetition, understood as
behaviours of same-sector companies that generate a network
relationship where cooperation and competition coexist
and increase mutual shared-market benefits (Kylanen and
Mariani, 2012; Chim-Miki and Batista-Canino, 2017), and
being extensible (this network) to whole neighbouring tourist
destinations (Zemta, 2016). Corporate clients represent
a major percentage of the business for many escape rooms
(French and Shaw, 2015; Villar, 2018) and fill the rooms on
weekdays, when recreation and tourism might otherwise
leave them vacant. Entrepreneurs have found unique venues
and forms to expand into (French and Shaw, 2015), such
as partnerships with movie studios, games on cruise ships
(Royal Caribbean), and street escape rooms.

Some opinions show dissatisfaction with the sector
boom, partly in line with Nicholson (2015). According to
this author, some proprietors, the first to tap into a small
market, began to complain about the headlong rush to
open other rooms in the same marketplace, charging lower
prices and harming the sector. In addition, as “puzzles” are
the key to the business, game challenges are not covered
by intellectual property standards and accusations of illicit
appropriation are common.

4.3 Tourism implications

Based on the methodological premises, tourism appears to
play a significant role in the sector: tourists represent 34.8%
of the total demand, with national and international visitors
constituting 23.2% and 11.6% respectively (see Fig. 3).
Despite these data having a fairly high degree of error,
other features support the assumption that the number of
tourists in the escape room sector is increasing. The scope
of the demand shows that the finite nature of the local offer
inevitably leads enthusiasts to travel. The offer confirms the
relevance of being in a location near a tourist area. Finally,
in relation to tourism management, Nagy et al. (2018)
highlight the inclusion of escape rooms at great event venues
(e.g. the Hungarian Tourism Agency launched a mobile

6 Methodologically: It should be taken into account that franchised companies are less able to respond to the survey due to their

commitments to their franchisors.
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Fig. 3: Tourism implications of escape rooms: place of origin of customers

Source: authors’ survey and processing

room at the Sziget Festival) and the organisation of national
and international championships (e.g. the Night of Escape
Rooms program in Budapest), among others.

According to our tabulation, there is no much difference
between the North American and European markets, where
tourists represent 31.6% and 33.7% of demand, respectively.
Some countries and regions stand out, such as Southern
Europe (40%) and particularly Spain (36.7%). The weight of
foreign customers is greater than the national market in the
former, to the extent that escape rooms are usually focused
on travellers at certain frequently visited destinations (e.g.
Dubrovnik, Rome, Corfu, etc.). This same pattern is also
detected in several North American tourist spots (New
Orleans, Palm Springs, Colorado Springs, etc.).

According to our data, three kinds of tourists can be
identified:

i. those that travel for non-escape room-related reasons
(cultural, beach, business, visiting the family, etc.) and
take in an escape room as an improvised activity;

ii. those who plan to visit escape rooms on their trips; and

iii. escape room tourists, or people who essentially plan their
trips in order to play these games.

The survey shows that 93% of the offer recognises the
existence of this third type, who could be termed escape
roomers (travellers whose main motivation is to play escape
games). Although the majority of our respondents classify
these as rare cases (57.5%), more than one third receive a visit
from escape roomers habitually (35.5%) or even weekly (7%).
In line with the collected data and other contributions, escape
room tourism is spatially conceived as an urban experience
or as a road trip. The former is focused on the cities where
the offer is broad enough to play multiple games per day. At
a national scale, tourists from other parts of Spain make the
most of a weekend, a congress or a vacation to play a room.
At a higher level, some customers from Germany, Israel or
Russia, where the culture of the room escape is well extended,
do not hesitate to visit Barcelona to run a marathon of escapes
(Picadero Motel, 2016). The latter is based on a road trip: “In
the summer of 2018, a group from Chicago drove from there
to St. Louis, then Indianapolis, then Louisville. They played
over 20 escape games on their trip” (respondent No. 322).

Entrepreneurs are partially aware of the implications of
tourism for the business, so they initiate particular actions
to attract foreign visitors. These actions are focused on

language ability (website and staff languages) and local
promotion (hotels, restaurants and tourist information
offices). An important feature of the service for tourism is the
proportion of games that can be played in other languages:
Websites are not usually translated (54.3%), especially in the
USA (97.3%) and the UK (95.7%). This contrasts with Big7
enterprises, where half are translated into at least one other
language (in Spain, 3 in every 4 are translated). Regarding
staff skills, operators are generally able to host and guide
the games in one alternative language (43.0%), and even
two (13.8%) or three (8.2%). This is especially prevalent in
all countries in Europe where, excluding the UK, 90.8% of
companies offer their services in foreign languages.

In connection with visibility in the tourist area, most
escape rooms are promoted in the areas around tourist spots
and facilities (86.3%). A significant 24% announce themselves
at three well-considered sites: accommodation, FandB
(Food and Beverage), and tourist information offices. Other
responses give additional tourist spots where they advertise,
such as tourist attractions, summer camps, music festivals
and local stores. Schools, radio stations, and coupon guides
are the most preferred sites to attract residents’ attention
apart from restaurants (visited by both tourists and locals).

Finally, according to the respondent entrepreneurs,
the overlapping of the spheres of recreation, tourism and
work, inside the rooms has been verified. Thus, the profile
is varied: local families (“this game is a great activity for
families and sometimes three generations play at the same
time”: respondent No. 131); mixed groups of locals and
tourists (“sometimes we receive groups of students with
their pals from abroad”: respondent No. 111); work-oriented
experiences (“we host corporate colleagues for team-building
adventures”, respondent No. 266); tourists from other
segments (“most of the time it’s people that are already
around my area for a holiday anyway that book the escape
room as one of the activities for their time here”: respondent
No. 273); and the previously-referred to escape roomers
(“I am seeing a burgeoning enthusiast culture both locally,
regionally, and nationally ... we have groups that use their
vacation to travel around a circuit of cites to play as many
escape games as they can along the way”: respondent No. 33),
among others. Escape-rooming has even been identified
as a erious leisure activity: in fact, some enthusiasts in
the sector have become professional qualified reviewers or
bloggers on forums aimed at such specialised demand.
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4.4 Geographic drivers

The relative weight given by an escape room owner to
urban location factors is decisive for understanding the
extent to which they value the geographic context. When
asked about these issues, the highest-rated factors are the
price of the premises — leased or owned - and how safe the
neighbourhood is (both scored at approximately 4 out of 5).
To the contrary, a location in a tourist area, being well-
connected by public transit and having other commercial
stores nearby receive lower scores (between 3.1 and 3.3
out of 5). There are significant regional differences in this
case. For example, public transit is especially underrated in
North America, and parking facilities (for private vehicles)
receive a higher score. Looking more closely at the national
scale, it can be appreciated that it is in the Mediterranean
countries — Portugal, Spain, Italy and Greece — where being
located in a tourist area, is more appreciated (3.7-3.8 of 5).

Stasiak (2016) compared the geographical distribution
of escape rooms in 10 Polish cities. The neighborhoods
in and around the old town centres (2-2.5 km from the
central point) seemed to be the preferred areas. According
to this author, the location factors are the higher influx of
both inhabitants and tourists into the centre, accessibility
by public transit and the use of representative buildings
(capable of offering some kind of atmosphere, with
a minor investment). Fourthly, leasing prices received less
consideration, as, in Stasiak’s words: “running escape rooms
is [...] a very lucrative undertaking” (2016, p. 36). This final
factor strongly contrasts with our findings.

On the other hand, Villar (2018) presents some locational
drivers and briefly analyses the current distribution of escape
games in several Spanish cities. In line with his results,
accessibility and leasing price stand out, with proximity to
other businesses a less valued factor. This author also remarks
that location might be conditioned by the initial investment:
“The humblest companies are usually located in less accessible

streets, while franchises and larger projects situate their
facilities near avenues as well as pedestrian and tourist areas”
(2018, p. 630). In general, the need for premises of a certain size
and the limited initial available investment — probably linked
to the age of the entrepreneur - drive the activity toward the
edges of the historical town centre, where accessibility and
leasing prices are moderate. More distant areas offer lower
prices and greater opportunities for expansion (new games),
but few companies are located on the edges of the city.

The service has also been offered in rural areas: Nagy
et al. (2018) report a figure of about one hundred facilities
in Hungarian rural settlements despite the low potential
demand, with tourism playing a crucial role. This type of
escape room could take advantage of unique elements in
the countryside. Although it is only an idea put forward
in a Seville University Chair ideas contest, a project called
Plumbum is based on the recovery of traditional identity
industries in Linares (Jaen, Spain), to create a space with
business marketing possibilities in the form of a gigantic
escape room (See Metropol Parasol, 2020).

4.5 Theme and place

In this paper, special attention has been paid to the link
between escape rooms and the places where they are located,
whether in the city itself or on a wider regional scale. In this
regard, a specific theme-i.e., a plot, narrative contextualisation,
even the environment and atmosphere —used as the set and the
driver of the game becomes a relevant issue for evaluating the
degree to which local identity and a place’s peculiar character
influence these kinds of activities.

For this purpose, an appropriate question seeks to
establish the thematic offer of our sample. The respondents
have provided over 1,000 answers about the different
themes proposed in the corresponding rooms and these have
been categorised and grouped for better understanding. As
can be observed in Figure 4, most of the room themes can

2: Local theme
3: No theme (neutral setting)

What is the theme/s of your room?

army,
military
History
Hesnactmantor
Family-

adventure friendly 1)
Cinema,

music,
cartoon, Other

anime,

Fig. 4: Themes offered by escape rooms. Source: authors’ survey and processing
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be grouped into three main thematic families. The first
comprises anything concerning mystery-fantasy-horror and
represents almost one-third of the entire sample. The second
consists of science and science-fiction arguments, as well as
related subjects such as technology, space, nuclear/chemical
hazards, terrorist attacks, war and the military, etc. (22% of
the sample). The third comprises police and crime topics,
including detectives, secret agents, robberies, prisons,
the mafia and other similar subjects, and also amounts to
almost 22% of all the answers.

Historical motifs also have a less prominent but still
significant weight in the survey, as do those inspired by
cultural expressions (the cinema, music, literature, etc.).
Only a very small percentage of responses, however, took
local themes as their inspiration. This does not mean that the
previously mentioned themes are not necessarily linked to local
attributes or features (such as, for example, solving a robbery
at the Louvre museum in Paris). It seems clear, nonetheless,
that not many of the survey respondents explicitly see this
resource as a potential way to position their business.

For a better understanding of this phenomenon, other
questions delved more deeply into the role of local features
and attributes. A very explicit question explores the existence
of links between the room theme and the city or region.
Approximately three out of every four respondents replied
negatively. We also proposed a subjective assessment of the
relevance of this particular link (to be responded toonalto5
Likert scale: see Fig. 5). In general, the results point to the
same idea: most of the answers show low-medium values with
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a mean score of 2.4 out of 5 and a standard deviation of 1.27.
These statistics do vary, however, depending on regional
and national particularities. Respondents from Canada and
the USA are among the owners who place less importance
on the theme-place link (score of approximately 2 and
a high standard deviation of 1.25). Most of the participants
from other countries give very moderate assessments of
between 2.2 and 2.5. Only a small number of respondents
(from a minority of countries) award a score above the
intermediate value of 3, including the Czech Republic (3.13),
Bulgaria (3.71) and India (4.5).

In addition, these minority countries show a lower spread
of the score, with their standard deviation generally not
exceeding a value of 1. The cases of Bulgaria and India are
quite relevant, with participants giving a higher relative
importance to the theme-place issue, revealing even greater
agreement with the statement (standard deviation below 0.9).
Consequently, this group of entrepreneurs tends to have
a more homogeneous perspective than in other countries
such as Canada and the USA, where responses indicate larger
discrepancies and differences in this particular business.

Finally, to underline this idea even further, a question
was included about live outdoor rooms (street games).
A full half of all respondents state that they do not offer
any kind of outdoor experience whatsoever. At the other
extreme, one in four respondents state that they do. Finally,
a further 25% of participants state that they might seriously
consider doing so, although they do not currently offer any
live outdoor games.
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An interesting debate about the role of so-called geographic
or territorial capital in the design of a localised (i.e. with its
roots in a specific geographic space) leisure experience lies
behind these responses. As far as activities with a certain
tourist focus (and, therefore, also oriented toward a foreign
consumer) are concerned, the elements and attributes that
characterise the place, whether on a local or regional scale,
can be found to form part of the story that underpins the
entire tourist experience. Reading these results, however,
shows that the tourist relevance of escape rooms as a leisure
experience is still in its fledgling stages. In cases where there
is a much clearer tourist vocation, the visiting tourist is
taken into account much more, but without forgetting that
the main demand is still domestic in origin.

There are, therefore, two very distinct models from this
point-of-view. The first and more prevalent of the two is
characterised by the fact that this is an “atopical” business
(i.e. unrelated to place), with arguments that have no links
to the territory and with topics that are global, however
localised the spaces and times that they refer to (the crypt
of the pharaoh, the pirates of the Caribbean, the Wild West,
etc.) or ubiquitous (zombies, steampunk, detectives solving
a crime, etc.). Be that as it may, these types of escape games
correspond to the cultural dynamics of late modernity in
the context of global capitalism that Disneyfies leisure
experiences (Sorkin, 1992; Beardsworth and Bryman, 1999).
Such an intended theming of an escape room responds to a
mechanism that attempts to make it distinctive, but much of
this attempt trivialises a topic (spaces-times-objects-people)
in a context marked by increasingly frequent homogenous
and standardised cultural narratives.

The second model, however, takes into account the
peculiarities and specificities of place and this connects the
leisure supply with the strategies of the tourism industry,
in which attributes, authenticity, heritage and local identity
form part of the product’s design and storyline. In these
cases, the experience might benefit from dual comparative
advantages: local consumers can take part in the escape as
a social practice rather than identity self-representation,
whereas non-local tourists can find in the escape room
another tourist offering through which to learn about, explore
and actively experience the destination. Some entrepreneurs
have understood the opportunities that this business model
offers, with local heritage playing a significant role as the
main mediator of the gaming experience. This is clear from
the testimony of one escape room owner in Norwich (United
Kingdom), who expresses it in similar terms:

“At History Mystery, our focus is on interpreting heritage
through escape gaming. We work with historic places and
museums to develop games that tell real stories from
history in the places that they happened. We believe that
there is a huge untapped demand for using escape gaming
as a way of engaging with other areas of tourism, especially
heritage tourism” (respondent No. 4).

Whatever the case, not even this second model is devoid
of the risk that this theming process might end up being
a simplistic and contrived exercise of autochthonous
qualities — which always leads us to the prickly subject of
the authenticity of the touristic experience (Cousin, 2011;
Piazzoni, 2018; Rickly, 2018).

5. Conclusions and future research

First and foremost, this research project has enabled the
mapping and quantification of the global distribution of

escape rooms as a new form of leisure. They first emerged as
a leisure product in a small number of cities at the beginning
of the 2010s, but their number has grown exponentially over
the last few years (2015-2019 period) and spread out from
the main urban areas to the rest of the territory in various
regions in the world. In this respect, limitations have been
observed in escape room repositories (which are used as
a data source for this study), especially regarding the limited
amount of information about East Asia, which provides an
interesting opportunity for the future.

The emergence of this phenomenon could be linked to
the value of analogical and off-line experiences in a world
that is increasingly virtual — to the point that it could be
understood to be a reaction to digital saturation. One key
question for the future is to determine whether escape rooms
are an ephemeral response or whether they will become
a consolidated part of the leisure industry. The business’
main weakness — that it sells a single-use experience: once
users have played the game in a given room, they do not
become long-term customers — means that they have to
reinvent themselves every so often, with the consequent
required investment. Bearing in mind the characteristics
of the sector - small, flexible businesses led by young
entrepreneurs and shaped by demand - the coopetition
and idea-sharing strategy and even the swapping of entire
games, may be crucial for securing the industry’s medium-
and long-term future. The proliferation of new rooms and
the lack of administrative control, however, mean that
copyrighting is one of the entrepreneurs’ main concerns.
It is, therefore, necessary to investigate whether the public
apparatus recognises the sector across its entire spectrum
(official company directories, registering of patents, social
and tourism promotion, etc.) and whether the sector sees
this as interference or as an opportunity.

This study has also demonstrated the importance of
tourism for the business’ survival. In fact, it has revealed
the existence of a new tourist segment, the escape roomers.
Within this collective, the influencers stand out. These are
people who recount their experiences on their sites and
generate a qualified opinion. In this way, some of the demand
is turned into an additional actor on the industry’s social
map. Escape tourism should, therefore, be acknowledged
in destinations’ promotion strategies. In this respect, the
analysis of User Generated Content using netnography
techniques could help us to understand the relationship
between the entrepreneur and the demand in general and
the influencers in particular, and its inferences for tourist
behaviours.

Escape rooms seem to be aligned with the current
discourse on local tourism promotion and management.
Several reasons are suggested: first, because the experience
has become consolidated as a promotional strategy for
destinations; second, because (given their location patterns)
they expand and decongest tourist areas; and third, because
they shed light on creative tourism, which creates a contact
between a local person (gamemaster) and a visitor (player)
through the originality of a discourse (topic). With respect
to the latter, however, this article reveals the still weak
coherence between escape rooms and local culture and
their tourist ecosystem. Aligning topics with the local or
regional context would mean that entrepreneurs do not have
to continue trivialising the destination’s image any longer,
and that they can not only generate a discourse connected
to what is ‘real’ but are able to reverse its trivialisation and
refashion it.
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Country (The Escape (thousands) IER Country (The Escape (thousands) IER
Roomz) (2018) Roomz) (2018)
United States 2,155 327,167 6.59 Thailand 10 69,429 0.14
Spain 460 46,724 9.85 United Arab Emirates 9 9,631 0.93
United Kingdom 288 66,489 4.33 Saudi Arabia 8 33,700 0.24
Netherlands 280 17,231 16.25 Singapore 8 5,639 1.42
Canada 271 37,059 7.31 Viet Nam 8 95,540 0.08
Germany 266 82,928 3.21 Kuwait 7 4,137 1.69
France 256 66,987 3.82 Peru 7 31,989 0.22
Italy 241 60,431 3.99 Serbia 7 6,982 1.00
Poland 223 37,979 5.87 Jordan 6 9,956 0.60
Greece 83 10,728 7.74 Lebanon 6 6,849 0.88
Australia 74 24,992 2.96 Japan 5 126,529 0.04
Belgium 65 11,422 5.69 Luxembourg 5 608 8.23
Romania 60 19,474 3.08 Nigeria 5 195,875 0.03
Switzerland 59 8,517 6.93 Panama 5 4177 1.20
Israel 57 8,884 6.42 Colombia 4 49,649 0.08
India 56 1,352,617 0.04 Hong Kong 4 7,451 0.54
Finland 55 5,518 9.97 Taiwan 4 23,577 0.17
Czech Republic 52 10,626 4.89 Chile 3 18,729 0.16
Portugal 34 10,282 3.31 Costa Rica 3 4,999 0.60
Bulgaria 33 7,024 4.70 Andorra 3 7 38.96
Austria 33 8,847 3.73 Algeria 2 42,228 0.05
Mexico 33 126,191 0.26 Azerbaijan 2 9,942 0.20
Malaysia 28 31,529 0.89 Bahrain 2 1,569 1.27
Turkey 28 82,320 0.34 Bosnia & Herzegovina 2 3,324 0.60
New Zealand 26 4,886 5.32 Bolivia 2 11,353 0.18
Hungary 25 9,769 2.56 Burma 2 53,708 0.04
Norway 22 5,314 4.14 Brunei 2 429 4.66
Brazil 21 209,469 0.10 Cambodia 2 16,250 0.12
Sweden 21 10,183 2.06 Sri Lanka 2 21,670 0.09
Ireland 19 4,854 3.91 Ecuador 2 17,084 0.12
Ukraine 18 44,623 0.40 El Salvador 2 6,421 0.31
Croatia 16 4,089 391 Georgia 2 3,731 0.54
Russia 16 144,478 0.11 Iran 2 81,800 0.02
Denmark 15 5,797 2.59 Kazakhstan 2 18,276 0.11
Egypt 15 98,424 0.15 North Macedonia 2 2,083 0.96
South Korea 15 51,635 0.29 Morocco 2 36,029 0.06
Indonesia 15 267,663 0.06 Malta 2 484 4.14
Slovakia 14 5,447 2.57 Montenegro 2 622 3.21
Slovenia 14 2,067 6.77 Pakistan 2 212,215 0.01
Argentina 13 44,495 0.29 Qatar 2 2,782 0.72
Estonia 13 1,321 9.84 Reunion 2 867 2.31
Lithuania 13 2,790 4.66 Puerto Rico 2 3,195 0.63
Philippines 13 106,652 0.12 Tunisia 2 11,565 0.17
Latvia 12 1,927 6.23 Uruguay 2 3,449 0.58
Cyprus 11 1,189 9.25 23 other countries 23 368,925 0.06
South Africa 11 57,780 0.19

Appendix 1: Global distribution of escape rooms and popularity index (IER)
Source: authors’ composition from Sofmarr LLC (2018)




