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Let airports always be people-focused
China’s projects can fulfill global potential by satisfying the needs of passengers, employees and local residents
By MAX HIRSH

T

he construction of Beijing’s
second airport hub in
Daxing offers an opportunity to reﬂect on what
Chinese airports have achieved so
far, and how they can do better in
the future. What are the next steps
that China’s airports need to take
in order to become world-leading
aviation hubs?
To answer that, let’s take a look
at three challenges that currently
confront Chinese airports: how to
improve the customer experience,
how to integrate aviation with highspeed rail, and how to promote
urban development around the
airport.
The focus should be on the customer experience. Chinese airports
have a reputation for technical competence and architectural ambition.
But they’re also known for confusing
signage, long walking distances and
sparse retail offerings, and sometimes it can be a nightmare to enter
or exit the airport at peak hours.
The next generation of Chinese
airports will need to focus on the
needs and desires of their customers. The ﬁrst step? Identify what
types of passengers your airport
hosts, and develop tailored strategies for each of them.
Does your airport host a lot of
international business travelers?
Budget tourists ﬂying on low-cost
airlines? Retirees visiting their
children? Each of these passenger
segments has unique needs and
desires. For example, in an aging
society such as China’s, it is crucial
to ensure that elderly travelers have
full access to airport facilities and
can easily navigate the terminal.
In addition, as China goes global,
it will be essential to provide better support for passengers who do
not speak Mandarin. Successful
airports will offer tailored goods
and services to different types of
passengers in order to improve the
overall customer experience, and to
increase non-aeronautical revenue.
At the same time, Chinese airports need to cut down on delays,
which are far too common. Delayed
ﬂights signiﬁcantly drive down the
passenger experience and can spark
bad behavior. Delays also prevent
Chinese airports from becoming
major players as international
transfer hubs. You might offer your
customers a wonderful transfer
experience within the terminal, but
if passengers are worried that they
will miss their connecting ﬂights
due to delays, then they will not
choose to ﬂy through China.
The integration of aviation and
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high-speed rail should be promoted. Successful airports are reinventing themselves as multimodal
mobility hubs where road, rail and
maritime networks intersect with
air transportation.
As the examples of Shanghai
Hongqiao International Airport and
Beijing’s Daxing reveal, China is
quickly becoming a global leader in
the integration of aviation and highspeed rail. But Chinese airports —
and Chinese airlines — need to do
more if they want these intermodal
hubs to reach their full potential.
A look abroad offers a few clues
on how to do that. For example, the
German airline Lufthansa operates
an online ticketing platform where
customers can combine air and rail
journeys within a single purchase.
On busy train routes, the airline
provides dedicated seating for airrail transfer passengers in branded
Lufthansa cars.
Switzerland’s railway authority
allows air travelers to deposit their
baggage at train stations, which is
then checked through to their ﬁnal
destination. Getting rid of luggage
at the start of the journey increases
the speed and efficiency of passenger ﬂows, and it makes passengers
more likely to purchase goods and
services along the way.
Overall, this air-rail integration
will be good for Chinese airports,
which can increase their throughput and grow their catchment area
— the geographic area from which

an airport can expect to draw passengers — through high-speed connections on the ground.
And by shifting some short-haul
traffic to high-speed rail, airports
can free up capacity for more lucrative medium- and long-haul ﬂights.
But resistance from airlines, along
with poor coordination between air
and land transportation ministries,
may pose signiﬁcant challenges.
In response, successful airports
will develop pilot programs that
promote new forms of cooperative
governance, cross-investment and
proﬁt-sharing across transportation
sectors.
New districts should be built
around the airport. Many Chinese
cities are building new districts
around their airports to advance
broader urban development and
rural reform goals. Some of these
new zones focus on technological innovation and aim to attract
research and development hubs
and high-tech industries. Others
will house thousands of residents
in model townships that emphasize
walkability and environmental
sustainability. These are ambitious
goals, and they will dramatically
expand the spatial and functional
scope of China’s airports.
However, these projects will only
succeed if they can attract a mix
of public and private investment,
and a mix of new residents, to the
airport area. Many airport development zones fail to reach their full

potential because they don’t have
a clear understanding of who their
target customers are. They simply
string together a series of buzzwords and wait for investors and
residents to come rolling in. Based
on a shaky business case, these
projects fail to deliver a signiﬁcant
return on investment.
By contrast, successful airportarea development projects identify
what their city is currently lacking and what the local business
community needs to grow. They
then translate those insights into a
development plan that responds to
those unmet demands.
Do entrepreneurs in your city
require speciﬁc types of production
facilities? Is there a shortage of certain kinds of housing, for example
for young families or retirees? Does
your city lack particular leisure
facilities, such as a concert arena or
an agritourism center? Above all,
how can these projects leverage the
industries and skill sets that already
exist in the airport area and capitalize on proximity to the airport?
In recent decades, China has
invested in airport infrastructure
on a scale that is unparalleled anywhere else. While there are a few
greenﬁeld projects on the horizon,
much of that infrastructure is now
in place. As China transitions from
a developing aviation market into
a mature one, successful decisionmakers will adapt their thinking to
that new reality.

Above all, they need to shift
the emphasis from quantity to
quality. The days of impressing
the ﬂying public with gargantuan
structures are over; economic and
environmental sustainability are
the new priorities. In other words,
it is better to build a human-scale
airport terminal, outﬁtted with
high-quality goods and services,
rather than one that is oversized
and mediocre. Similarly, a compact
airport economic zone with a convincing unique selling proposition
is more commercially viable and
environmentally sustainable than
one that sprawls in every direction
and tries to attract dozens of different industries.
Ultimately, the economic dynamics of China’s airports revolve
around three sets of actors: passengers, airport employees and local
residents. Successful airport projects are designed with the needs
and desires of these three groups
in mind.
That people-focused approach
empowers us to see more clearly
how Chinese airports can improve
their business model and, in so
doing, establish themselves at the
forefront of global innovation.
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