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Designing
an airport 

for

everyone
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A IRPORTS are busy, complicated 
environments, which makes their 
design a challenging task. In that sort 
of complex environment, anything 

outside of the ‘norm’ is troublesome – if you think 
of an airport as a system, then you might easily 
feel that any passengers who need additional 
help and support are a problem; an expense. 
Regulations ensure their needs are catered for, 
but this is often seen as an inconvenience 
for operational planning, and an increase in the 
cost burden. However, an approach that starts 
by developing in-depth insights into everyone’s 
needs creates a better designed airport that 
provides a positive experience for everyone, 
including passengers with reduced mobility 
(PRMs). Hermes, the operator of Larnaca Airport 
in Cyprus, has adopted such an approach 
that begins with people and their needs, and 
as a result have created an environment that 
is inclusive and facilitates a positive travel 
experience for all.

Standard designs are often based around 
averages, or in regulated environments simply 
to meet those minimum standards that present 
a low threshold and a straight forward option. 
However, this will not create a satisfactory 
or positive experience for many passengers. 

By approaching airport design with a new methodology 
that is fully inclusive of passengers with reduced mobility, 
Hermes Airports has created an accessible and positive 
passenger experience. Customer Service Manager, 

, reveals the work that has been, and 
continues to be, done to ensure the airports are socially 
and physically inclusive.

Regulations tend to play catch-up and usually 
set a low-bar; they meet some current needs but 
not future requirements. ‘Average’ people don’t 
really exist – we are all individuals, and by using 
an ‘average’ as the basis for a design the needs 
of those people who fall outside the ‘norm’ are 
not met. This situation is especially problematic 
for PRMs. By taking a more inclusive approach 
and designing an airport that caters to the needs 
of PRMs, the result will be a far superior design 
that promotes a more favourable experience for 
all passengers.

PRMs are not a small minority, as architect 
Peter Farmer of Chapman Taylor explains: 

have some kind of disability. Most of these are not 
visible by simple observation. Disability in children 

from learning disabilities and syndromes like 
autism are rapidly increasing. There are growing 
numbers of people with mental disabilities too, 
which may result in reduced cognition and/or 
reduced perceptions. The community of disabled 
persons and persons with reduced mobility 
is growing every year due to the aging of the 
‘baby boomers’.”

passengers may face temporary mobility 
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challenges when travelling through an airport. 

mobility issues for a wide range of reasons – some 
permanent, some temporary – then it becomes 
obvious that by catering for reduced abilities 
whatever their cause or duration, will make it easier 
and better for everyone.

to create a positive experience for passengers as 
they arrive, pass through and depart. A positive 
experience not only increases passenger 
satisfaction, but also directly leads to business 

To achieve this, operators and their architects 
and designers should adopt a ‘social model’. 

This means that designers should be designing 
for inclusivity and not designing for disability. 
Good airport experiences for persons with a 
disability and their families help create a positive 
reputation for airports, thus promoting loyalty 
and return trips. Airports can therefore draw in 
passengers who may otherwise not wish to travel.

For Hermes, that has meant reaching out 
to passengers even before they leave home. 
The airport operator’s ‘I Can Fly’ Programme 
includes a Travel Resource Toolkit that aims 
to make air travel more accessible for individuals 

It comprises both a story book and a checklist 
for when at the airport. This means the positive 
experience can start at home, which then reduces 
the levels of stress during the journey.

At the car park there are priority parking pay 
machines for PRMs with lower height, and in 
the terminal, there is priority seating for PRMs 
in both the arrivals corridors and the baggage 
reclaim area. Immigration desks have also been 
specially designed at a lower height, for better 

An integrated approach between architecture, 
facilities and services leads to a better airport, the 
initiation of which should come from developing 
a strategy for the kind of experience the airport 
wants everyone to have. The foundation for 

Design and Ergonomics explains: “There are 
a range of techniques that can build a 
comprehensive picture – research methodologies 
deeply rooted in psychology and the science 
of the brain, questionnaires and workshops 
to uncover challenges and identify passenger 
needs throughout their time in the airport. 
Most importantly, talking to and listening to 
people with extended needs can build empathy 

new elements are developed.
At Larnaca Airport, this understanding has 

seen an enhanced focus on the safety of people 
with a visual impairment and other sensitive 
groups like the elderly and children, by putting 
high visibility stickers on all glass terminal doors 
– perhaps something Apple should have done 
at its new headquarters where there have been 
numerous reports of injuries due to people 
walking into glass panels. There is also a Blind 
Path to guide those with a visual impairment, 
ranging from the PRM calling points through to 
the special assistance desk for disabled persons 
and PRMs. A new Guardian Tactile System has 

being developed by CCD, which will ensure that 
navigating through the airport can be more easily 
achieved by everyone.

 ACC E SS I B I L I TY

Whilst the 
structure and fitout 

of an airport are key 
to accessibility, so 
too are the people 

that work there  

ABOVE: The large 
expanse of an airport 

terminal can be 
intimidating to those with 

restricted movement 

ABOVE: PRM contact 
point at Gatwick 

Airport’s South Terminal
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are key to accessibility, so too are the people 

a disability and equality awareness training 
scheme, equipping them with the ability to 
empathise with all passengers as well as learn 
practical things including experiential exercises 
and lifting techniques. For completely immobile 

who are unable to move to and from their 
aircraft seat unaided, the airport has installed an 
Eagle Passenger Lifter, which eliminates the risks 
of manual handling.

“Research should also provide insights into the 

retail, every element can induce a degree of stress 
in a time-pressured environment. However, by 
considering inclusion as a whole, Chapman Taylor 
is working on designs that take up no more space 
than the traditional arrangement, but which are 
more socially and physically inclusive. There is 
a capital cost, but this is proving to be far smaller 
than originally thought. Furthermore, as demand 
for equipment increases, it is – and will continue 
to become – more attractive to industry to provide 
better products.

In Larnaca, for example, toilet facilities have 
been carefully considered, and the airport has 
created unisex toilets with an emergency string on 
each wall. The airport has also created a branded 
area, Changing Place®, where carers of adults with 
spinal injuries/profound and multiple learning 

disorders/etc. can use the facilities to change the 
clothes and/or incontinence pads of a disabled 
person on a changing bench with the use of a hoist. 

This avoids the unacceptable situation of being 

at risk of injury.
Moral and economic demands on airports and 

designers require us to challenge the attitudes of 
standard and minimum ratio-driven regulatory 
provisions and the quality of design. Starting with 
the question ‘what do all our passengers expect 
and need from us?’ places us in a much stronger 
position to deliver accessibility throughout the 
entirety of our structured environment, and allows 
every citizen to move around freely, with safety and 
autonomy, in all areas.

Globally, the community of disabled persons 
represents a ‘disposable income’ of around 
$220 billion, which is spent on holidays, travelling, 
cars, technology, etc. This would be a very large 
market to ignore. The world is experiencing 
a seismic shift of social awareness and a resulting 

gender equality movements are examples of 
a growing demand for fairness and inclusivity in 
relation to gender, race, economic group, class 
and physical ability. This issue will be one of the 

with over the next 10 years. It will, however, be 
an extremely positive and rewarding one that 
will lead to improved and happier public spaces 
for everyone.

In Cyprus, we have taken some bold steps, 

is a much better environment for all. 
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A positive 
experience not only 
increases passenger 
satisfaction, but 
also directly leads to 
business benefits – 
including increased 
profitability  

ABOVE: 
Larnaka Airport 

LEFT: Wheelchair 
charging points are 
becoming more 
commonplace in 
the airport 


