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Which Food Order-Ahead 
Solutions Resonate With 
Today’s Travelers?
BY S ALLY K RAL

Ordering food ahead for pick-up or delivery has long 
been a common practice streetside, and with apps 
like Grubhub, Uber Eats and Postmates, it’s now 
more convenient than ever to order a meal through 
your smartphone. Airports and concessionaires are 
always looking to street trends to help determine what 
today’s passengers expect out of their airport dining 
experiences, so apps and other tech solutions are 
becoming increasingly prevalent.

But according to Todd Kaufman, vice president of 
information technology for SSP America, there are 
numerous factors to keep in mind when considering a 
tech solution in the airport environment. 

“It’s important to understand that the airport is a 
subset of a larger ordering and purchasing ecosystem—
if we try to implement an approach that’s ahead of or 
behind the consumer, it won’t work,” he says. “Our 
ordering and payment approach has to be consistent 
with the airport setting—for example, the airport is 
a kiosk-friendly environment, as passengers use kiosks 
throughout their air travel journeys such as in the 
parking lot or at check-in. So we do see passengers 

Right: SSP America 
offers self-ordering 

kiosks at many 
of its locations, 
including Peet’s 

Coffee in San Diego 
International Airport 

and Trejo’s Tacos 
at Los Angeles 

International Airport.
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willing to order and pay for food on a kiosk.” 
SSP America features self-ordering kiosks 
at many of its locations, including Peet’s 
Coffee in San Diego International Airport 
(SAN) and Trejo’s Tacos at Los Angeles 
International Airport (LAX).

Kaufman adds that on the street level, 
national brands are having the most success 
with mobile ordering apps. “These order-
ahead platforms work, in part, because these 
brands promise the exact same experience 
at every one of their units, so we see some 
usage of ordering and payment apps for the 
national brands we operate in the airport.”

But for SSP America’s local and 
proprietary brands, other solutions may be 
more appropriate, such as SSP’s proprietary 
app Flyzone or a third-party app like Grab. 
“You can quickly find yourself behind the 
consumer when you try to implement a 
one-size-fits-all solution,” Kaufman advises. 
“Our focus is to provide variety and options 
to suit all travelers.”

Consumer Control 
Joy Butler, who leads the innovation 

team at HMSHost Corp., notes that today’s 
travelers are increasingly using technology 
in airports, and that the most successful 
tech solutions are those that are effortless 
from a user perspective. “Travelers who are 
looking to use food ordering technology 
are looking for a quick, convenient and 
seamless experience—something that’s 
integrated into what they already use and 
puts them in charge of their own time.” 

Since 2016, HMSHost has offered the 
Host2Coast mobile app, which features 
information on thousands of HMSHost 
properties and allows for order-ahead 
and pre-pay. Eventually all HMSHost 
restaurants will be represented on the 
app, and the company is also working on 
building more frictionless abilities within 
it, including integrating with third-party 
apps and systems, which the company hopes 
will drive higher capture of food ordering, 
Butler says.

In February, HMSHost announced its 
partnership with the airport delivery app 
Airport Sherpa, which will allow the 
company to expand its current offerings for 
order-ahead and pick-up to include delivery 
to the gate. As part of the agreement, 

Airport Sherpa, which is currently only 
in Baltimore/Washington International 
Thurgood Marshall (BWI) and Dallas/
Fort Worth International (DFW), will 
become available in all airports that feature 
HMSHost properties. HMSHost is also 
testing delivery with the Uber Eats app in 
Toronto Pearson International Airport 
(YYZ).

AtYourGate is another mobile app 
that’s up-and-coming. Available in six 
airports across the country, the app offers 
order-ahead and delivery capabilities. 
According to David Henninger, president 
of AtYourGate, more than 64,000 users 
have downloaded the app and more than 
32,000 orders have been placed through the 
app since its launch last year.

Currently available in 34 airports 
worldwide, Grab is the order-ahead 
mobile app that started at all—it was 
first introduced at Hartsfield–Jackson 
Atlanta International Airport (ATL) in 
2015 and the company has since evolved 
into an omni-channel platform. Grab also 
recently partnered with Airport Sherpa to 
add delivery to its app services in DFW.

Kori Stolar, consumer marketing manager 
at DFW says the three, two-sided kiosks 
installed in Terminal C target passengers 
who don’t have the app. “They can basically 
have the same or better service,” she says. 
“They order then choose whether they want 
to pick it up or have it delivered back to the 
kiosk.” The kiosk is powered by Grab, and 

Above: HMSHost Corp.’s Host2Coast 
mobile app features information on 
thousands of HMSHost properties 
and allows for order-ahead and 
pre-pay. The company is working 
on making the app able to integrate 
with third-party systems to provide 
a seamless experience for the user. 

delivery is handled by Airport Sherpa. The 
DFW touch-screen kiosk ordering platform 
is currently linked to eight restaurants 
operated in Terminal C. 

The DFW kiosks opened in May, and 
early results were promising. 

“A ton of customers interacted with it, not 
as many ordered,” Stolar says, referencing 
the first few weeks of operation. “Maybe 30 
percent of the customers that touched it 
actually ordered. But it definitely gives us 
more options in that space. A lot of times 
at Terminal C you have to wait in line just 
to get into a restaurant.”

Paradies Lagardère has been happy in 
its partnership with Grab. “The number of 
guests using our mobile ordering continues 
to increase every year since we first 
partnered with Grab,” says Alice Cheung, 
director of brand portfolio management 
for Paradies Lagardère’s dining division. 
“Grab has been a fantastic partner, as they 
continue to increase their presence with 
airlines and airports across the country, 
and this helps build awareness among 
passengers, in turn leading to more usage.”

Cheung adds that Grab has helped bring 
more customers to Paradies Lagardère’s 

Above: AtYourGate is an airport 
mobile app that allows users 
to order and pay for meals. The 
order is then delivered to the 
guest’s gate or airline lounge. 
Since launching last year, more 
than 32,000 orders have been 
placed through the app.
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dining establishments. “What has been 
interesting for us to see is that the number 
of airport and airline employees ordering 
via Grab continues to grow, and they’ve 
become very loyal guests of ours,” she notes. 

For Delaware North, usage of the Grab 
app hasn’t been as high as expected. “We 
continue to promote the app and remain 
hopeful but we’d like to see more travelers 
using it,” says Steven Bass, COO of travel 
business at Delaware North. “In our larger 
airports, we see about a dozen or so app orders 
a month, so there’s definitely room to grow.”

Where the company is seeing some 
traction is with its self-order kiosks, which 
are powered by the Grab platform. “Since 
introducing them in 2017, we’ve rolled out 
nearly 70 self-order kiosks in more than 
15 airports across the country,” Bass says. 

“The number of travelers using these kiosks 
is growing and as a result, we’re seeing an 
increase in revenue. Our average check is 
33 percent higher at the kiosk than orders 
placed at the counter the traditional way.”

HMSHost, too, has seen positive numbers 
with its own self-order kiosks, which are 
available in more than 50 airports across 
a variety of HMSHost’s quick service 
restaurants. “With our kiosks we’ve seen a 
typical increase in average transaction value 
of around 20 percent,” Butler says. “Given 
that guests have more time to browse the 
menu it often leads to the discovery of new 
items and greater sales. The platform also 
helps increase sales during peak times of 
high consumer traffic.”

Areas USA is still in the testing 
phase with its Grab ordering kiosks, 
which are currently placed in its highway 
operations, with plans to roll out at Miami 
International Airport (MIA) later this 
year. The company has been very pleased 
with the testing results. “We’ve seen a 
definite increase in average check, and 
there’s increased usage every week,” notes 
COO Bill Casey.

Mobile Mania
Delaware North’s Bass sees potential for 

sit-down dining establishments to feature 
more tech options. “We’ve deployed self-
order kiosks at our quick service restaurants, 
but for table service, we’ve been testing ways 

to allow the traveler to order and pay at the 
table, moving away from the traditional 
tablet to enable travelers to use their own 
mobile devices through QR technology,” 
he explains. “A lot of the traveling public 
hasn’t always been keen on using kiosks 
because of sanitary concerns, so we’d like 
to allow customers to use their own phones 
instead of a tablet placed on the table.”

 SSP America’s Kaufman also notes that 
consumers favor using their own phones. 
“They don’t like to use unfamiliar devices 
that other people have had their hands on,” 
he says. 

And as Daniel Muñoz, executive director 
of concepts and standards for Areas USA, 
points out, mobile solutions benefit 
concessionaires as well: “Anything mobile 
will help us maximize scale and takes out 
the need to maintain hardware.”

Grab is aiming to answer this call for more 
phone-friendly capabilities: The company 
launched its Order-At-Table technology 
at three U.K. airport restaurants earlier 
this year, with plans to enter U.S. airports 
this summer. “Order-At-Table allows the 
customer to access a restaurant’s menu while 
seated by scanning a QR code with their 

Above: Areas USA is still in the 
testing phase with its Grab 
ordering kiosks, which are 
currently placed in its highway 
operations (Fort Pierce Service 
Plaza on the Florida Turnpike 
pictured). The company 
plans to add kiosks at Miami 
International Airport this year. 

Left: Grab’s new order-at-table system 
(demo screen pictured) allows 
restaurant customers to browse the 
menu, place an order and pay—all 
through their smartphones. This tech 
is currently available at three U.K. 
airport restaurants, and Grab plans to 
bring it to U.S. airports this summer.

Below: Grab kiosks have been installed 
in Terminal C at Dallas/Fort Worth 
International Airport. Grab partnered 
with Airport Sherpa for delivery to the 
kiosk or the passenger’s gate. 
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iPhones or a near field communication tag 
using Android phones,” Grab CEO Mark 
Bergsrud explains, noting that users can 
also pay for their meals through their phone 
with this technology. “It allows customers 
to have a nice sit-down experience but save 
some valuable time during the order and 
check-out process. It’s been a very popular 
product since launch.”

HMSHost is very interested in exploring 
mobile solutions. “When considering all 
the aspects of a traveler’s journey that 
are handled through a mobile device—
from travel booking and rideshare to the 
airport, to their boarding pass and hotel 
check-in—it’s the middle part of their 
travel experience, airport dining, that’s 
currently lacking and that’s where we’re 
concentrating our efforts,” Butler notes

In the future, he believes there will be 
more partnership among companies to 
bring a consolidated, inclusive approach to 
the traveler’s mobile experience. “Providing 
the traveler with a digital interface that’s in 
one centralized place so they won’t need to 
download numerous applications will help 
us take the friction out of the travel dining 
experience, as all aspects of their trip will be 
fused together seamlessly,” he says.

Challenges And Considerations
As technology becomes more fully 

integrated into our everyday lives, there’s a lot 
of discussion around how older generations 
cope with the rapidly developing world 
around them. But most concessionaires aren’t 
seeing too many issues with their customers 
encountering tech in the airport.

“There’s an element of generational 
differences, but there’s also many travelers 
who have a healthy appreciation for how 
technological innovation can make their 
day-to-day life easier, and today, that crosses 
all generations,” Muñoz says. “Even those 
who wouldn’t describe themselves as tech-
savvy have smartphones and apps they feel 
comfortable using.”

And Bass notes that there’s always a 
learning curve to overcome with new tech, 
regardless of the age of the user. “From our 
observations of several different locations, 
younger travelers are more likely to head 
to a kiosk rather than wait in line—
however, we do see instances where even 

young travelers hesitate unless they see 
others using the kiosks,” he says. “To help 
and encourage all travelers, we’ve installed 
simple instructions around the kiosk screen. 
Our goal is to make this an easy option for 
all travelers.”

Paradies Lagardère’s Cheung argues that 
there appears to be more of a situational 
difference than a generational one when 
it comes to who’s using tech innovations. 
“Someone traveling on business through a 
familiar airport may feel very comfortable 
using technology to get in and out quickly, 
while when they’re on a leisure trip with 
family and lots of luggage in an unfamiliar 
airport, they may want to sit down and be 
led through the ordering process by a server.”

Kaufman sees the difference as situational 
as well, noting that younger generations 
may love technology, but they also have an 
appreciation for hospitality. “Millennials 
value convenience more than previous 
generations, so the technology platforms 
appeal to them, but there’s a portion of 
younger generations who are also foodies 
and value the overall experience and 
interacting with a server.” 

Considering that travelers have varying 
needs and expectations, offering a variety 
of solutions and opportunities is key, 
HMSHost’s Butler notes. “While we 
recognize that more and more consumers 
are taking technology into account when 
selecting where they eat and how they order, 

we realize that technology preferences are 
still as diverse as the travelers we serve,” she 
says. “Our solution is to give travelers the 
empowerment of choice so they can have 
multiple avenues from which to order, be it 
directly from one of our associates, through 
our Host2Coast app, or from one of our many 
in-restaurant technologies such as kiosks and 
the Ziosk table-top device that allows our 
guests to order and pay at the table.”

Kaufman notes that there’s still a long 
way to go with getting U.S. consumers to 
fully embrace tech solutions. “In China, 99 
percent of payments are digital; in Europe 
it’s 50 percent—the United States is at 2 
percent. That’s our biggest challenge,” he 
says. “Americans aren’t yet accustomed to 
digital payments so the whole country’s 
mindset has to evolve before we see true 
adoption of payments, much less food 
ordering.” 

But Kaufman adds that there was initial 
push-back to things like EMV chip credit 
card readers and near field communication 
payments like Apple Pay, but that SSP 
America embraced them and now they’re 
commonplace.“We were way ahead of the 
curve despite the slow adoption rate because 
it was the right thing to do for passenger 
convenience and security,” he says. “It’s 
the same with food ordering ahead—we’re 
following the arc of the consumer mindset 
and readying ourselves to offer the solutions 
passengers seek.” 

Left: Delaware 
North’s self-order 
kiosks, like these 
pictured in use at 
Austin–Bergstrom 
International 
Airport, are proving 
successful. 
Introduced in 2017, 
the kiosks bring in 
a 33-percent higher 
average check 
size compared to 
traditional counter 
ordering.


