
 Are you being servered? 

 Alex Tanner takes a look at the recent revolution which has seen server-based 
gaming come to the fore in leisure venues ranging from pubs to attractions 

 The biggest upheaval customers used to face in the 
pub sector came when their local Dog & Trumpet 
underwent a refurbishment. Out would go the pew-
ter tankards behind the bar, the dart board, and the 
ash tray reserved exclusively as a receptacle with 
which to water one’s dog. In would come the mir-
rors, MTV and the alcopops, much to the chagrin 
of the regulars, who were left with Hobson’s choice 
of putting up with their new surroundings or tak-
ing their long-standing – but not terribly lucrative 
– trade elsewhere.

This year, however, will see upheaval for all 
involved in the pub sector, from investors in the 
City, through to the retailers themselves, right down 
to old Tom, and his dog Rover, in the corner. 

This change will be driven by two factors: the 
smoking ban and an increase in competition. The 
latter is set to be caused by the widening price gap 
between on- and off-trade, more wet-led pubs 
competing for business in the food space (analysts 
Panmure Gordon predict that some 20,000 cur-
rently wet-led pubs will move into this space in the 
next couple of years), and increases in interest rates 
potentially undermining the value of real estate 
that, along with M&A activity, has underpinned 
share prices.

Interesting times then. But the pub sector does 
have a secret weapon: the fruit machine (or to use 
Gambling Commission parlance, the category C 
AWP). According to the Association of Licensed 
Multiple Retailers (ALMR), AWP incomes account 
for between 30-40% of a pub’s net profits, while data 
from Business in Sport and Leisure (BISL) under-
lines their importance to the sector, stating that 

40% of pubs would struggle if machine revenues 
do not increase.

The only problem here is that the secret weapon 
has been misfiring over the last few years, and rev-
enues have been on the decline for some time. BISL 
reports that AWP incomes have been falling by 7% 
a year, with 2006 seeing an increased reduction of 
10%, with the ALMR concurring that revenues have 
been in decline by 6-8% each year.

So what can be done? The answer, say some, is 
to change fundamentally the way the machine 
side of the business is operated and move to a new 
concept: server-based gaming (SBG). Traditionally 
AWPs have been operated thus: a new machine is 
manufactured and purchased by the operator (the 
company supplying the machine to the retailer), 
who physically transports these bulky cabinets to 
the retailers’ sites. Takings are then tracked, usually 
peaking around the four to six week mark and then 
going into steady decline until, 10 or 12 weeks later, 
the van comes to remove the old cabinet and replace 
it with a newer machine.

In the SBG world, the ‘furniture removal’ aspect 
of the operator’s business becomes redundant. 
Instead, once the terminal is installed new con-

tent can be downloaded direct from a server. This 
alone represents a saving. But SBG also allows for a 
more scientific approach to machine management. 
Instead of waiting for the machine to hit its nadir 
in weeks ten to twelve, the operator can replace the 
content in, say, week five or seven, thus eradicating 
those troughs in performance and revenues.

This was the future for the pub sector as laid out 
by Inspired Gaming Group at a presentation to 
the industry’s major buyers at the end of last year. 
Inspired, along with fellow operator Gamestec, are 
the front runners in the business, with Inspired 
leading the way thanks to its involvement with SBG 
in other sectors

It is not necessarily, then, a new concept, tried 
and tested as it has been in the casino, bingo, bet-
ting office and pub sector (the latter only with skill 
with prize – SWP – content to date). But in all these 
theatres it has succeeded, and plans exist to continue 
its rollout.

The Fixed-Odds Betting Terminal (FOBT) is now 
the stand-out performer for the betting office sector, 
but while its ascendancy has had much to do with 
the content (roulette) and prize levels (£500 jack-
pot) it has also revolutionised machine operation 
within LBOs thanks to its server-based nature. 

Speaking at Inspired’s presentation, David Hard-
ing, chief executive, confirmed: “Suddenly FOBTs 
were a big part of the business and they became a 
fully integrated part of the business. Because the 
terminals were centrally networked we had data, 
we could make informed decisions about siting, we 
had information about downtime and we started 
to actively manage this side of the business. The 

Feature Server-based gaming

18  Leisure Report l www.leisurereport.co.uk March 2007

 CXO - Take the networking challenge. Gambit’s Gareth Wong introduces his peer-to-peer group 

 CXO is an acronym of the titles of senior 
directors & decision makers who hold key 
powers, responsibilities and challenges for 
their company. These roles usually involve 
making hard decisions (and accepting the 
consequences or rewards which accompany 
them), and range across: Executive chairman; 
chief executive officer (CEO); chief financial 
officer (CFO), director of mergers & acquisitions 
(M&A), chief information officer (CIO) / chief 
technology officer (CTO), managing director 
(MD) of a business unit within a multi-national 
firm, or managing partners of Advisors/Venture 
Capitalists, or partner of a private equity firm, or 
hedge fund. Power comes with responsibilities, 
and this often means people in these positions 
can occasionally feel isolated, and sometimes 
yearn for a sounding board with their peers 
(although ideally not from the same sector.)

Surely not another networking group? 
This is exactly why our founding group of 

executives decided to form CXO: there are just 
too many sponsor-driven events, conferences, 
seminars etc. 

There are a few great events in each sector, 
but inevitably some are not as well-organised 
as others, which means the greater percentage 
of vendors at most of those below-par 
events increasingly target the same group of 
executives at the top of their sector. 

A good number of senior executives speak at 
these major events, but 90% of CXOs prefer not 
to remain at an event after their own speaking 
slot, as they prefer not to make time to be ‘sold’ 
to. This problem is a structural issue though, 
as quite understandably, most of the people 
who have spent a good sum of money for 
conference tickets want their entry fee to be 
justifiable and worthwhile. 

By contrast, the CXO Network only connects 
candidates who are qualified and at the very 
top layer of executives within their sector, 
ensuring truly peer-to-peer networking. 

Is it industry specific? 
CXO has also found that there are already 
many major or private events serving a specific 
or vertical market, and in many cases a huge 
oversupply.

In addition, most people within a sector 
already know each other well, as they see each 
other at the sort of events mentioned above. 

Furthermore, for most sectors, senior 
executives are generally rather guarded when 
they meet with their industry peers, especially 
their senior executives, as they have to be 
thinking ‘ahead’ of their competitors, not 
sharing potential trade secrets with them.

Therefore, CXO Network’s lunches are 
designed to operate between linked, but 
dissimilar peer groups (i.e. chief executives 
of businesses with an average £3m-£30m 
profit.) Companies can bring together CEOs 
of similar size companies from other sectors, 
so that through an hour of lunch, they can 
establish rapport and also potentially share the 

BISL reports that AWP 
incomes have fallen by 7% 
a year, with 2006 seeing a 
10% drop, and the ALMR 
agrees with these fi gures 


