
Tim Richards: A clear  
Vue of the future

By bringing in expertise from other sectors, you see trends 
that can inform and guide your business decision-making, from 
managing disruption to meeting shifting customer expectations, 
says Tim Richards, Founder and CEO of Vue International.

Tim Richards left a corner office at Warner Bros to start 
his own cinema business because he believed, like 
most entrepreneurs, that he could do better. 

As founder and CEO of Vue International – now a global 
chain which operates 212 cinemas in 10 countries and 
employs almost 10,000 people – he has been proved 
right. But he acknowledges that his skillset has had to 
grow alongside his business. 

A core skill that has served him well, says Richards, is 
that he has always surrounded himself with the best 
people. So, whether he is searching for someone to 
join its board or customer services team, the depth of 
their CV – or their bravado – is less important than their 
cultural fit.

“My years working as an M&A lawyer taught me that 
egos get in the way of business,” he says. “So, I look for 
people who are at the top of their field, but who we can 
also get along with socially and professionally. Personality 
is important when you’re building your dream team.”

Taking a calm, long-term view

The film industry is beginning to look further to the 
horizon when planning production. James Cameron, for 
instance, has recently announced dates for the release 
of the next four sequels to Avatar. But this is a strategy 

that Richards has long used, because he knows his film 
history and understands that it is a cyclical industry.

He also knows that, as in any sector, there are  
always disruptors entering the marketplace. But new 
entrants can often complement your own business’s 
model, he says, citing Netflix as an example of a brand 
which fulfils very different customer needs and is 
challenging the in-home entertainment market, not  
the out-of-home equivalent.

“There is a lot of debate about the impact that streaming 
services are having on the industry, but there is always 
going to be a demand for out-of-home entertainment,” 
he says, suggesting that disruption must not be used as 
an excuse for poor industry performance.

He cites this summer as an example, when there were 
four big titles that didn’t meet expectations and failed to 
bring in moviegoers. “That wasn’t because of Netflix,” 
he notes. “They just weren’t great movies.” 

Strength through diversity of product

As exhibitors of such productions, this doesn’t mean 
cinemas are powerless to manage this risk to their 
business, Richards points out. It simply means taking 
a medium to long-term view instead of making short-
term decisions. 
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It also means thinking beyond the boundary lines of 
Hollywood. “It is never wise to have all your eggs in one 
basket,” he says. “That is why Vue is active in 10 markets. 

“Films perform differently in different markets. Every 
year, we bring out local movies in Italy, Germany or 
Poland that enter the top 10; this smooths out the 
cyclicality, peaks and troughs, and gives us a flatter 
revenue stream.”

In your customers’ shoes

Diversity is also an accurate descriptor for Vue’s 
customer base, as it entertains people from every 
culture and age group. Indeed, during the time that 
Richards planned his new venture, he spent a lot of time 
observing customers – from their perspective; it proved 
to be a formative tactic. 

“I was at the Finchley Road cinema one Friday night, 
which is close to Hampstead and in an affluent area,” 
he says. “At the time, Warner Bros was building loud, 
club-like cinemas. There was even a soft drink dispenser 
in the shape of Daffy Duck. I saw this couple walk by and 
look in – only to turn and walk away and I realised that 
cinemas were alienating some customers unnecessarily.”

This formed the core of his strategy to build an 
entertainment business that appealed to a much broader 
demographic. “It is tough – our customers include 
everybody from toddlers to 90-year-olds,” he says. “And 
we are only busy for 20% of our operating hours, so a 
question formed early on – how could we use our assets 
more effectively and appeal to a broader audience?”

Spotting trends in customer experience

So, from its outset, the word ‘cinema’ was never used 
in the Vue brand as Richards wanted the focus to be on 
‘entertainment’ instead. “We wanted customers to think 
of us as somewhere they could see movies, but also a 
sporting match or West End show,” he says. 

The result was the first live streaming of a music event 
in 2007, with Genesis’ ‘Come Back Tour’ being broadcast 
to audiences in cinemas around the country. “That was 
a real game-changer,” Richards enthuses. “I watched 
people pull out their phones to simulate lights in a concert 
and I realised that we had successfully replicated the 
excitement and energy of a live show.”

Such innovations have allowed Vue to continue to 
delight its audiences – and this customer experience is 
everything, Richards believes. “That is why everyone in 
our executive team spends time in cinemas, so they don’t 
lose grasp of who our customers are, what they like, what 
excites them, what really annoys them,” he explains. 

“We do occasionally get it wrong, but I make a point 
of reading every complaint letter that I might receive. 
If it is a one-off incident, then our customer services 
department will deal with it. If I see a trend, however, 
then we take it to another level.”

Innovations that resonate

Of course, sometimes providing the best experience 
is about more than meeting expectations. “There’s 
always an element of introducing new concepts,” 
Richards says. “You always need to be one step ahead. 
That’s why innovating, trialling, and testing is so 
important – it helps you to see what resonates 
with your customers.”

So how do you persuade people to get off their sofa 
in search of entertainment? “We had to rely on instinct 
early on, but today we typically trial an innovation in six 
cinemas and see if it works,” Richards reveals.

“If it works, we roll it out. If, after a month or two it 
proves to be successful, we move even more quickly. 
Sometimes, of course, it is disastrous! There is a 
graveyard of things that didn’t work for us – from 
beanbags and loveseats to plugs for phones.

“But what has been really important is that we are 
constantly trialling and testing, and that will never stop. 
It is part of the DNA of the company.”

Key takeaways

• Taking the long-term view allows you 
to spot trends and reduce the impact of 
peaks and troughs in the market.

• Meeting customer expectations 
means looking at what they will want 
tomorrow, not what they demand today.

• Market disruptors are not necessarily 
bad news: they may even complement 
your business activities.

• Being innovative means constant 
testing and trialling and moving quickly 
on any successes.
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