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Moments of 
Growth
Crash! My glass of milk lurched 
across the kitchen table, spilling 
its contents on the centerpiece and 
dinner plates. 

Over the summer between the 
eighth grade and freshman year of high 
school, I sprouted some four inches, 
and in the process, embarked on a daily 
struggle to calibrate my burgeoning 
limbs. On my way up from a diminutive 
middle-schooler to a moderately tall 
young man, there was a lot of spilled 
milk. 

In the years before and since, there 
have been innumerable challenges 
to which I’ve had to adjust, but 
fortunately none have been quite so 
clumsy or destructive. From moving to 
New York City for college, to finding a 
way to remain here working as a writer, 
I’ve actively sought out unfamiliar and 
difficult experiences—perhaps in a 
subconscious drive to relive that tactile 
achievement of growth I experienced as 
an adolescent.

Of course, it’s not always within 
our power to choose our battles. 
On occasion, providence deals us an 
unexpected trial from which there’s no 
option to shrink, and we must meet it 
head on, doing our best not to knock 
things over. These are the tests that 
make us bigger people.

Maybe that’s one of the reasons I 
was attracted to this industry. Beyond 
my lifelong passions for both audio 
and video, I’ve always been enchanted 
with the inherent challenges of their 
underlying technology. Like the bright 
lights of Broadway, high definition 
video walls and projection pulled me 
in, and I became inspired to understand 
how images make their way from 
computer to screen. Beautiful music 
played from powerful speakers, 
and I was compelled to learn what 
combinations of components produce 
the purest sound.

But here’s the thing: just when 
you’ve begun to feel like you’ve got 
the hang of how something works, 
there comes a new, better way of 
doing it. And like the unforeseen 
watershed events in life, there 
periodically happens a breakthrough 
so revolutionary it renders your 
accumulated expertise all but 
obsolete—and you have no choice but 
to step up and learn anew. 

I’m sure all of you share in my 
affinity for this formidable nature of 
technology to some degree; otherwise, 
you wouldn’t be reading this magazine. 
So ask yourself: are you comfortable, 
or are you growing? Are you clinging 
to what you know, or are you striving 
to become fluent in IT or a new 
programming language? It won’t be 
easy, but when you look down at where 
you used to stand, you’ll know it was 
worth it.
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technology
digital signage

D igital signage is coming for us all. 
Driven by technologies that make 
interactivity a truly two-way 

conversation, digital signage is evolving 
beyond its roots as a “push” medium.

“Interactive digital technology is more than 
going up to a screen and touching it,” said Rich 
Ventura, VP of business development and 
solutions at NEC.

“When we started out in this industry, 
pushing out to the audience is all you could do. 
[Now] we’re actually pulling and interacting, 
engaging people differently than when we 
started.”

Reactive digital signage, driven by near-
field communication (NFC) and other 
technologies, is enabling the shift from kiosk-
driven interaction to what could become the 
AV industry’s golden age of engagement.

“With newer technology such as beacons, 
facial recognition, NFC, Wi-Fi scanning, and 
other methods of capture, displays now react 
to consumers, depending on the technology, 
in varying scales and complexity,” said Malik 
Khan, senior vice president of integration and 
product development at ANC. 

Retail is the first sector to dive into the 
possibilities of reactive signage. But while 
retail sales continue to grow in the U.S., 
Amazon’s recent purchase of the upscale 
grocery chain Whole Foods shows the 
industry faces an uncertain future. The online 
giant is already experimenting with unmanned 
aerial vehicles as a method of delivery, and 
brick-and-mortar chains like Walmart are 
offering online ordering with curbside pickup. 
The survival of physical retail stores just might 
ride on creative uses of digital signage.

“We don’t view digital signage as a 
competitor to the internet,” said Khan. “We 
believe it’s best used complementary to the 
retailer’s internet stores and as a tool to 
pique shoppers’ interest and make shopping 
enjoyable again. The deployment of interactive 
signage should create a new type of shopping 
experience, which invites consumers out to 
the store, and transforms it into an experience 

instead of a chore or errand.”
The quandary retailers are hoping to solve 

is how to keep shoppers in their stores. As a 
guidepost of how to keep customers engaged, 
Ventura points to “one of the greatest 
interactive solutions” he has seen. In 2010, 
clothing retailer Forever 21 stopped traffic 
in Times Square with an interactive takeover 
of the direct-view LED signage directly over 

its store. Models on the giant screen waved 
at passersby, who waved back. Then, the 
model would take a picture of the crowd that 
gathered, and hold it up for them to see. 

Using facial recognition software and 
high-definition cameras, the algorithm 
could pick individuals out of the crowd for 
engagement—and was particularly keen on 
those carrying bright yellow Forever 21 bags. 

The Next Era of 
Engagement
REACTIVE DIGITAL SIGNAGE PUSHES RETAIL AV FORWARD
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A business with multiple displays in different locations may target the content to consumers individually, “whether through 
touchscreen entertainment and information, targeted advertising, or mobile-to-screen engagement,” said Malik Khan of ANC.

“We don’t view digital signage as 
a competitor to the internet.”

—Malik Khan, ANC
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digital signage

The experiment, designed to attract and hold attention, turned into a 
watershed moment for the digital signage industry.

“People started filming this,” said Ventura. “It was beyond what we 
think of as digital signage, walking up to a 50-inch LCD screen and 
touching it. There’s that interaction that goes across the borders, a 
totally different kind of interactivity.” 

Such innovative uses of technology are still inspiring interactive 
and reactive developments in digital signage today. At the InfoComm 
show in June, NEC displayed an interactive video wall that used RFID 
communication to play a specific advertisement once the would-be 
customer picked up a pair of shoes. The concept then included upselling 
opportunities of related items, creating a virtual shopping cart that the 
customer can purchase with a mobile device using NFC and a digital 
wallet—a technology nearly half of all millennials have used, according 
to a survey by Square. 

Pre-programmed content can coexist on a digital display system, 
enabling customers to engage momentarily, then move onto the 
next area of interest. “Displays can be networked together through 
one control platform and then segment their content based on the 
consumers in the individual display location,” noted Khan. “A property 
may have 15 digital displays in various forms, all showing a promotion 
for an upcoming property event, but when, say, three of those displays 
in separate locations are approached by consumers, the content on 
those displays target them individually, whether through touchscreen 
entertainment and information, targeted advertising, or mobile-to-
screen engagement.” Meanwhile, the digital signage resynchs with the 
looped content until the next opportunity for engagement triggered by 
NFC, RFID, or another protocol.

The addition of facial recognition brings the capability to provide 
content specific to gender and age groups based on broad understandings 
about those groups and other segments of the population. “In the retail 
space, the trend with data seems to be around analytics,” said Eric 
Henry, president of Tightrope Media Systems. “The gathering of real-
time population data is driving what content is presented on the screens 
to drive a specific behavior.”

Noted Khan, “Our partners have put a focus on applications that 
create an experience while also collecting measurable consumer data.”

These applications, such as kiosks, LED video walls, digital art 

displays, dynamic lighting effects, and point-of-sale signage, can 
“turn a traditional shopping trip into a live-event type of experience 
and also provide valuable analytics on traffic and demographics,” he 
said. “We’ve seen that interactive signage can provide a similar type of 
shopping experience as the internet, such as browsing and customizing 
products in-store but then picking them up a short while later, instead 
of waiting days or weeks for delivery.”

Another new addition to the retail digital signage portfolio is “magic 
mirrors” that interact with customers in places like fitting rooms. Using 
RFID, the display senses the tagged garment and allows the customer 
to request another size or color according to the store’s inventory. Some 
will take a 360-degree image that the customer can send to friends for 
a second opinion on a clothing item. In return, retailers gain valuable 
insights into how customers make their purchasing decisions.

The evolution of digital display content, Ventura noted, follows the 
pace of innovation in digital spaces that drive digital displays, such as 
websites, mobile technology, and HTML code.

“The stronger, better, faster, cleaner, and more interactive websites 
have become, in turn it’s done the same thing to digital signage,” he 

said. “One of the great things 
we’re seeing with interactive 
systems is that you can evolve 
based on the interactions, the 
feedback, [and] the ideas that 
are happening.”

Artificial intelligence (AI) is 
now driving machine learning, 
an automated method of data 
analysis in which a system’s 
algorithms learn from the 
data it collects. “As you deploy 
more AI and machine learning, 
the system goes from being 
what it is today to something 
completely different in a year,” 
said Ventura. “The other thing, 
as more and more retailers are 
deploying interactive systems, 
they’re challenging each other, 
they’re trying to make it more 
of an experience.”
Jim Beaugez, APR, is a freelance 

writer and accredited communica-

tions professional with a decade of 

experience in the MI and pro audio 

industries. You can reach him at jim-

beaugez@gmail.com and on Twitter 

@JimBeaugez.

At InfoComm, NEC displayed an interactive video wall that used RFID communication to play 
a specific advertisement once the would-be customer picked up a pair of shoes.
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• Cross-Switch four HDMI sources to four 4K displays with HDCP2.2

• Four independent S/PDIF audio for Audio De-embedding from HDMI

• Supports 4:2:2 color sampling rate with 10 bit HDR

• Smart EDID & HDCP 2.2 compliant

• Built-in web GUI for control + RS-232
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