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Left: Delaware North 
debuted Summer House 
Santa Monica in the new 

Terminal C at Orlando 
International Airport earlier 

this year. 

Are Upscale Concepts Still Viable  
In A Post-Pandemic World?
BY S ALLY K RAL

After the initial pandemic shutdown, when restrictions began 
lifting and travel started inching back up, concessionaires 
focused on reopening their quick-serve and fast casual 
concepts—and for good reason.

“Emerging from the pandemic, we focused on creating 
environments that reassured our stakeholders, so we naturally 
gravitated toward offering our guests frictionless, safe and secure 
experiences,” says Thomas Waldron, COO of Delaware North’s 
travel division. “Quick-serve concepts typically have shorter wait 
times and fewer employee-customer interactions than full-service 
restaurants, promoting social distancing and less populated spaces.”
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Plus there was the labor shortage to 
contend with. “It was much easier to staff 
a register, add a couple of back line cooks 
and a management position than it was 
to find hosts, bartenders, waitstaff, chefs, 
prep cooks and management required by 
full-service locations,” notes Milan Patel, 
president and CEO of OHM Concession 
Group.

But now that the pandemic is largely 
behind us, where do fine dining concepts 
stand?

“There’s still a market for a sit-down 
dining experience that allows travelers to 
enjoy elevated cuisine and service while 
escaping from the bustle of a terminal,” 
Waldron says. “People will always want fast, 
convenient options, but many are looking 
for a sense of place and to escape as soon as 
they pass through security.”

And with travel back in full swing, a solid 
majority of the higher-end establishments 
that shuttered in 2020 are back—albeit with 
some adjustments.

Above: HMSHost partners 
with several well-known 

upscale restaurant 
groups including One Off 

Hospitality Group, with 
which it partnered to bring 

the Chicago restaurant 
Publican to Chicago O’Hare 

International Airport. 

“We are 100-percent opened at all full-
service locations, both casual and fine; 
however, our learning from the pandemic 
has been that we need to keep these 
restaurant menus focused,” Patel says. “We 
cannot have a massive number of offerings. 
We are streamlining our menus; we are 
ensuring we have quality over quantity.”

Of course, as Pat Murray, deputy CEO 
of SSP America, points out, any airport 
fine dining concept will always look a bit 
different than a streetside one. “I think 
we see fine dining brands that adapted 
to the aviation environment—I don’t 
know if we’ve ever seen a lot of true fine 
dining restaurants,” he says. “For example, 
a true fine dining experience is going to 
be a coursed, leisurely meal that includes a 
bottle of wine, china and linen. We don’t 
serve that way in airports. It’s typically a 
relatively quick, one course meal.”

But that doesn’t mean there isn’t a 
significant number of travelers who seek 
luxury while they’re traveling, Murray adds.
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Claude Guillaume, senior vice president 
of dining operations for Paradies Lagardère, 
agrees, and also notes the need to be 
realistic about the setting of these higher 
end concepts. “We feel that fine dining is 
still viable in an airport, but such elevated 
dining experiences must be properly 
conformed to the airport environment. 
That in no way means any lesser quality 
regarding cuisine or atmosphere, it simply 
refers to the need to focus on the wants 
and desires of a traveler versus a focus on a 
particular style of restaurant,” he explains. 

“Therefore, in the right space and 
environment, a fine dining restaurant—
or shall we say, a more elevated dining 
experience—can truly enhance the traveler’s 
experience at an airport but that needs to be 
complemented by faster-serve and grab and go 
options across the airport,” Guillaume says.

Adjusting To Reality
Tyler Pitman, vice president of portfolio 

development, brand partnerships and adult 
beverage for HMSHost, believes there is 
absolutely a market for upscale, premium 

offerings in the airport today. “Several of 
our restaurants were created in partnership 
with very well-known, established chefs 
and restaurant groups,” he says, pointing to 
examples like Publican Tavern at Chicago 
O’Hare International Airport (ORD) 
with One Off Hospitality Group; Summer 
House Santa Monica in Charlotte Douglas 
International Airport (CLT) with Lettuce 
Entertain You Restaurants; and The Hearth 
by Lynn Crawford at Toronto Pearson 
International Airport (YYZ). 

“Airports and airlines are seeking these 
upscale, premium dining options, but it is 
important to note that they want these 
options as part of a balanced offering of all 
categories of cuisine to provide travelers 
with the power of choice when it comes 
to their dining experience,” Pitman says. 
“There is a demand and a place for these 

Right, Below: OHM Concession 
Group recently opened eight 

new restaurants at Kansas City 
International Airport, including 

the upscale concepts Hearth, a 
Locavore Kitchen; Soiree Steak & 

Seafood; and Brown & Loe. 
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concepts, but it is market-specific and always 
comes back to having a balance of options.”

Delaware North also operates an airport 
extension of the Summer House Santa 
Monica brand, which the concessionaire 
debuted in the new Terminal C at Orlando 
International Airport (MCO) earlier this 
year. “This California-inspired, two-level 
restaurant features sit-down dining, a full-
service bar and a market with grab-and-go 
options,” Waldron says. “This development 
is a great representation of where the 
industry is headed, emphasizing a range of 
service styles, comfort and convenience.”

Waldron adds that the company is focused 
on strengthening its partnerships with 
chef-driven and regional brands, including 
many in the fine dining category. “These 
concepts require significant development and 
planning to be successful—national, regional 
or other multi-unit fine dining brands with 
well-developed operating procedures and 
customer recognition will drive most fine 
dining concepts at airports,” he notes. “As we 
move up the post-pandemic learning curve, 
we’re becoming more intentional in growing 
our premium and fine dining offerings.”

OHM recently opened eight new 
restaurants at Kansas City International 
Airport (MCI) that fall into both the casual 

and fine dining categories and they’ve all 
been very successful, according to Patel. 
“There are days when we actually go on 
wait times for passengers wanting to dine 
in the units, and this is across all airlines 
and types of carriers,” he says. “It’s all about 
understanding the passenger base, dwell 
times, passenger demographics, propensity 
to spend and spend rates. Upscale dining 
restaurants must stand out, be relevant, 
respect all dining tastes and offer guests a 
unique experience.”

Echoing this sentiment, Rick Blatstein, 
founder and CEO of OTG, believes that 
in addition to offering a degree of choice 
to passengers, restaurants need to have an 
element of surprise and delight to capture an 
audience. “People continue to seek out more 
elevated venues over the run-of-the-mill 
airport experience they’re often subjected 
to when traveling,” he says. “When they 
happen upon a location that simply looks 
and feels different, it gives them a chance 
to escape for a bit, relax and enjoy a great 
meal in a setting that could just as easily 
pass for one of their favorite streetside 
establishments. So while I’m not sure that 
traditional fine dining is a standard priority 
for airports today, concepts that feel special 
and unique are certainly king.”

Above: Today’s travelers 
continue to seek out 

elevated venues at airports 
over more run-of-the-mill 

options, according to Rick 
Blatstein, founder and CEO 

of OTG, which operates 
the fine dining concept 

Classified at Newark Liberty 
International Airport.
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Above: Paradies 
Lagardère’s Bourbon Pub 

restaurant, a collaboration 
with local celebrity 

chef Michael Mina and 
the Mina Group at San 
Francisco International 

Airport, provides 
convenience along with 
chef-driven cuisine and 

atmosphere.

Below: SSP America’s 
Hunt & Fish Grill in 

the new Terminal B at 
LaGuardia Airport has 

been adapted to the 
airport environment with 
a menu and service style 

that suits time-pressed 
travelers.

SSP America’s Murray points out that with 
the rise of the ‘bleisure’ traveler, approachability, 
creativity, and relevancy are critical. 

“Our airport partners certainly 
understand how the landscape has evolved, 
and if anything, the changing passenger 
demographics make airports more focused 
on bringing cool, local and authentic brands 
to the airport—no matter the service style,” 
he says. “For example, this year we opened 
Hunt & Fish Grill in the new, stunning 
Terminal B at LaGuardia Airport (LGA). 
It’s an outpost of the decidedly fine dining 
restaurant Hunt & Fish Club. The airport 
concept has elements of the streetside 
brand, but we’ve adapted the menu, design 
and service style to suit the needs of the 
airport passenger.”

Paradies Lagardère’s Guillaume sees the 
future of the airport version of fine dining 
as the perfected combination of necessary 
convenience paired with a unique meal 
and atmosphere that exceeds expectations. 
“These offerings center around chef-forward 
menu selections, fresh ingredients, locally 
and regionally sourced products, and 
items that are seasonally based—these are 
increasing in popularity as they combine the 
level of cuisine from a fine dining location 
with the casualness and convenience 
that is appreciated in the time-sensitive 
atmosphere of an airport,” he says, pointing 
to the company’s Bourbon Pub restaurant, 
which is a collaboration with local celebrity 
chef Michael Mina and the Mina Group 
at San Francisco International Airport 
(SFO), as an example. 

“Another example that fits this direction 
well, and one we’re very excited about, is 
our upcoming dining program at Palm 
Springs International Airport (PSP),” 
Guillaume adds. “We’ll be opening an 
amazing design and offering in TRIO, a 
popular restaurant in Palm Springs, as well 
as an elegant Vino Volo.”

Patel asserts that the future is bright for 
fine dining restaurants at airports around 
the world. “We in North America have 
taken a long time to catch up with the 
European sensibility surrounding fine 
dining in airports, and the pandemic 
allowed us to reset, learn and hopefully stay 
up to date on what passengers are looking 
for in airports in North America,” he says. 
“Dwell times are around 90 minutes; that’s 
certainly enough time for a passenger 
looking for a unique dining experience 
to seek out fine dining restaurants. Who 
knows, maybe one day we may even get 
a Michelin-starred restaurant in a North 
American airport.” 


