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Terence Young discussed passenger stories with us and how they 

will shape the future of aviation.

Going
Places

TRENDS

Based on Gensler’s airport design practice and your 
experience on aviation projects around the world, what 
does this concept of “airports as cities” mean to the 
traveling passenger?

Historically, in the ‘70s and the ‘80s, the airport was 
modeled after bus and train stations, with little retail and 
poor quality fast food dining and one type of seat. The 
architecture focused on a grand ticketing lobby but not 
much else. Today, when so much of our time is spent 
beyond security and it’s no longer about that big entry 
hall, the emphasis has shifted to the design of the space 
where you’re waiting to board the aircraft. The last 10 
years of airport design have been focused on the idea 
of crafting the passenger experience — really curating 
a passenger story. This approach takes into account the 
psychology, temperament and needs of passengers, 
employees and tenants as a community — like in a city. 
These drive the ‘airports as cities’ concept.

The concept that an airport is more like a city begs the 
question: What ingredients make for great cities? They 
have cultural institutions of art and music, great out-
door spaces, great experiences that welcome different 

cultures and multiple generations. Similarly, as there is a 
definite flavor to each city, when you land in Los Ange-
les, you should know it’s distinct from landing in Miami, 
which is distinct from landing in Spokane. A city’s distinct 
flavor and culture is made up of art, music, local food 
flavors and retail personalities. If we’re going to design 
airports as cities, then we also need to take into consid-
eration those intangible characteristics emblematic of a 
great city and build those into the airport.

If airport terminals are the passenger gateway to the 
local community, how do you ground the terminal 
experience and aesthetics into the community 
dynamics and cultural vocabulary?

There’s a lot at play in designing a travel experience — 
aesthetics, materials, religion, art and music, food tradi-
tions, weather, regional history — even politics — which 
inform community dynamics and the cultural vocabulary.  
We begin each project with a deep dive into the region’s 
history, traditions and current issues. Like any piece of 
architecture, a building’s context is both physical and 
cultural.
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Two of my favorite projects are the competition designs 
for the T5 Singapore airport terminal competition and 
the Auckland Airport now under construction in New 
Zealand. While it’s one of the wettest places on earth — 
with some 100 inches of rain a year — they actually have 
to import their water from Malaysia because they don’t 
have water independence. Our competition entry was a 
roof that collected water and then created interior water-
falls with a catchment of the rainwater that fed interior 
gardens and became a bioswale to help clean the air. And 
then, all of that water was cisterned and kept for reuse.

In Auckland, we designed the passenger journey with 
hidden carvings, materials, lighting features and furniture 
that tells a story of a journey through the New Zealand 
landscape from the edge of the water up to the moun-
tains. It feels like New Zealand — emblematic of the 
strong connection between the people and the land.

Other “human” issues are changing our communities 
over the last couple of years, and we’re beginning to ad-
dress them. For example, issues about aging, and LGBT 
rights are changing our planning and design. For those 
aging passengers, we have to consider how a person with 
reduced mobility navigates. Do we advocate for moving 
walkways, electric carts or something else? In San Fran-
cisco we’re designing gender-neutral bathrooms to serve 
the LGBT community. These take a lot space and affect 
everything from HVAC to plumbing.

Social and environmental responsibility are important 
to you; how does that express itself in the design 
of an entirely new airport facility? How will that be 
experienced by travelers and employees?

Whenever we think about who we’re designing our air-
ports for, one of the things that we really consider is the 
staff, the tenants and the airline employee. Often, all of 
these people are living in the back or underside of an air-

port without sunlight. We need to look at an airport “city” 
as having “residents” who live there day after day, and 
“visitors” who pass through as equal and design for them 
all. The airport staff needs a place in the sun, places to 
have food trucks come and enjoy a great meal with col-
leagues and outdoor space to decompress. This idea is 
sort of like the holy grail of everything I’ve been working 
on lately, to try to bring these landscape elements into 
what is a very hard, security minded, low maintenance 
environment.

What does the airport of tomorrow look like?

One big design key is creating a culture of safety in our 
airports. In order to keep things relatively calm and 
offset the scare of security means bringing in nature and 
delightful moments. Ushering music into our security 
checkpoints, including entertaining informational videos, 
can be simple. Good color, good lighting and quiet spaces 
— those are the intangibles that, if you study human 
beings, will bring that stress level down and create a 
safer environment for everybody. I believe the airport 
of tomorrow is linked to it’s cities through a robust and 
efficient transit system allowing passengers and em-
ployees alike a delightful, dignified and crafted work/
travel experience. The future of airports is one where the 
“Landside” and “airside” separation is erased, that safety 
and security is physically transparent, and you can once 
again dine with your farewell party next to your aircraft. 
It’s a building that an airport staff can lounge in a park 
with trees and butterflies and birds, read or listen to a 
band and explore the latest museum exhibit. It’s a place 
of it’s community. 

Scan this code to hear Terence Young’s  

interview with John Hockenberry, host of  

The Takeaway, about evolving design for 

airport security.


