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Airport concessionaires have been
offering healthy foods to travelers for a while,
but, much like in society in general, the way
“healthy” is defined is constantly evolving.

Remember the low-fat diet craze of the
1990s? Experts now agree that was largely
misguided. Over the years, there have been
other pariahs – sugar, salt, gluten and other
ingredients – making the definition of healthy

a somewhat moving target.
Today, experts say, it’s important to take a

more holistic approach to food offerings.
“The real evolution in terms of eating

preferences is shifting tremendously from
‘light’ food options to ‘better’ food options,
which has generated this ‘real food’
movement,” says Daniel Muñoz, director of
culinary and brand development for Areas

By Sally Kral

Wholesome, nutritious food in a grab-and-go format remains in demand. HMSHost
Corp.’s MKT (Minneapolis-Saint Paul International location shown) offers just that:
Guests can choose from a selection of freshly made signature salads, flatbreads

and sandwiches or create their own, picking each individual ingredient.
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USA. “While some years ago there were light
menus and skinny cocktails everywhere, now
you see a clear shift toward the non-GMO
trend, including organic food, cage-free eggs
and the like.”

Indeed, today’s average consumer now
understands that fat is not the enemy but
additives are; full-fat dairy, for instance, is no
longer eschewed, as long as the product is
organic and hormone-free; burgers are no
longer off-limits, provided the beef is grass-fed. 

For airport concessionaires, who must
cater to a unique set of consumers who are
health conscious but also limited to what’s
available near their departure or arrival
gates, the right food venue is all about
balance, variety and convenience.

Comfort Classics Get an Upgrade

Even with the real food movement in full
swing, certain comfort dishes remain popular.
“Burgers have always been our number-one
seller,” says Bill Casey, senior vice president of
food and beverage at Paradies Lagardère.
“There seems to be something about traveling
that makes our guests want food that is
familiar and comfortable.”

Susan Stiene, director of commercial
services at Vancouver International (YVR),
agrees that comfort food is always in high

demand, particularly in airports. “I believe
that when people are traveling through the
airport they are stressed. Either it has been a
hectic business day or they are unseasoned
travelers who are simply worried about the
journey ahead. Stressed travelers will usually
resort to comfort food,” she says.

However, even comfort food is held to a
higher standard by today’s more mindful
consumers. The menu at Paradies Lagardère’s
Blue Ridge Tavern at Asheville Regional
(AVL), for instance, offers the standard pub
fare of burgers, sandwiches and fried items but
also includes the following note: “Great food
starts with great ingredients. We are a trans
fat-free restaurant, seeking out fresh, quality
ingredients including all-natural, grass-fed,
hormone-free beef; farm-raised, antibiotic-
free chicken; cage-free eggs; and local produce
wherever possible.”

Terms like “fresh” and “all-natural” that
focus on the wholesome nature of a venue’s
food have become increasingly prominent
on menus and in marketing strategies. “The
food-conscious consumer is not going to go
away, and I see the trend continuing to
grow,” says Drake Beaton, senior manager
at ICF International consulting company.
“Consumers have become much more
concerned with what is being added to their
food. So restaurants that feature freshly

made items are garnering more floor space
in airports because consumers relate freshly
made to healthy due to a perceived lack of
preservatives.”

Indeed, consumers now expect healthy
food to mean made with fresh ingredients,
whether that’s a burger or a salad. “The
reality is that people are more concerned
with their health than ever before, but they
understand that healthy eating means
balanced eating, where fats also have their
role,” Areas’ Muñoz notes. Fresh and
wholesome are the new qualifiers of health
rather than “skinny” or “diet” foods.

Carla Wytmar, vice president of
development for High Flying Foods, notes
that venues focused on food that is made from
scratch are most successful. Artisan Market,
which debuted in 2013 at San Diego
International (SAN) and has since expanded
to Dallas/Forth Worth International (DFW),
fits this bill.

“Artisan Market is our take on a modern,
hip, farm-to-table marketplace,” Wytmar
says. “It’s a from-scratch concept featuring
artisanal made-to-order sandwiches and
salads topped with spreads and dressing
made in house with healthy oils and fresh
seasonal herbs. Nutrient-dense greens,
grass-fed antibiotic-free beef, artisanal
cheeses, fiber-rich freshly baked breads and

Above: Burgers are the top seller at Paradies 
Lagardère’s Blue Ridge Tavern at Asheville 
Regional, but qualities such as grass-fed beef 
and hormone-free cheese resonate with 
travelers seeking healthy, although not 
necessarily low-calorie, options. 

Left: High Flying Foods’ Artisan Markets at San Diego
International and Dallas/Fort Worth International 
(pictured) focus on foods made from scratch.
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vibrant veggies comprise the menu. From
vegans to carnivores, Artisan Market offers
wholesome food options for all.”

Finding the Right Balance

YVR’s Stiene notes that the key to success
is to offer enough food options that a person
who follows a plant-based diet and one who
seeks something more indulgent can both
be satisfied. “We’ve found that a restaurant
or quick-service unit that offers both
healthy and comfort options will be the
most successful. Most of our tenants offer a
combination of both,” she says, pointing to
HMSHost Corp.’s Vancouver Canucks Bar
& Grill, which, like Artisan Market, offers a
full array from salads, to flatbread pizzas, to
burgers. The restaurant is located in YVR’s
U.S. Terminal.

Stiene adds that it’s important to be wary
of venues that offer only items on the
healthiest end of the spectrum: “Numbers
of transactions and sales are always lower if

a venue only offers healthy food.”
ICF’s Beaton notes a similar sales trend:

“If you were to put a health-food venue
next to a traditional fast-food location, the
fast-food one is still likely to generate more
sales, and thus revenue, than the healthy
concept. The key is to find the balance
between the two, so that the needs of
different segments are met. If you have the
right space allotment, you can include both
concept categories, but if not, you will need
to integrate the healthy option requirement
into the traditional offering.”

Stiene concurs with this assessment,
noting that when she’s considering new
venues at YVR she wants those that appeal
to a wide range of consumers. “I always look
for venues that have options for all rather
than specialization in only one area.” Indeed,
it’s not a tug-of-war between healthy and
comfort but rather a balancing act.

Paradies Lagardère recently opened bars at
Ronald Reagan Washington National
(DCA) that aim to strike this balance by

offering fresh and healthier takes on pub fare.
“Our bars at DCA – Washington Pour

Bar and U Street Pub – don’t have anything
fried or greasy on the menus. The focus is
on fresh food prepared simply so the flavors
of the ingredients really shine through.
And the feedback from our guests has been
phenomenal. Well-prepared healthy food
can be delicious and satisfying, and more
and more people are discovering that.”

While not offering fried foods, these
venues’ menus still feature items like
fondue, kebabs and flatbread pizza, showing
a focus less on “light” food items and more
on natural ingredients, while still keeping
the menu interesting and appealing to a
bar-goer.

By and large, concessionaires are
increasingly less concerned with touting
lower-calorie menu items than they are
with assuring the top quality of their food
items. “Our focus is to offer great-tasting
food freshly prepared with high-quality
ingredients,” says Kevin Kelly, president of

Above: HMSHost Corp.’s 1897 Market in
Charlotte Douglas International focuses on

variety – from healthy to indulgent – to please
a wide range of consumers.

Right: A restaurant that offers both healthy
and comfort options, like the Vancouver

Canucks Bar & Grill at Vancouver
International, has the best chance 

of success, says Susan Stiene, 
director of commercial services at YVR.
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travel hospitality for Delaware North. “We
provide variety to satisfy cravings and
restrictions for all types of travelers.”

Variety Means 
Freedom, Convenience

In an airport where a wide range of guests
are all looking for something to appease their
food demands and cravings, it’s important
that concessionaires offer a range of options
so that guests can customize their orders.

“In general, we have found that what
guests want most are options and variety,”
says Jeff Steelman, vice president of
culinary for HMSHost. “For that reason, we
aim to make sure that we provide plenty of
choices for travelers so that they have the
ability to decide whether they’re in the
mood for a bountiful green salad with a lean
protein or a delicious juicy burger and fries.”

Because passengers are limited to what’s
situated in their terminal or by their gate,
it’s important that every venue – whether
grab-and-go or sit-down – has myriad
options so guests aren’t compromising their
specific dietary needs and have the freedom
to indulge, or not indulge, accordingly.

At HMSHost’s 1897 Market in Charlotte
Douglas International (CLT), options is the

name of the game: The venue has a full-
service dining room, including a raw bar and
open kitchen,    a fast-casual area and a retail
marketplace, offering guests not only a range
of food items but also the choice of whether
to sit for a full meal or take the meal to go.
In the formal dining area, menu items range
from oysters and salads to mac and cheese
and steak frites, while the fast-casual and
market sections offer handmade pizzas,
sandwiches and salads.

Due to the nature of airports, to-go venues
get a lot of foot traffic and need to be on top of
dietary trends just as much as full-service units.
“We see our guests wanting tasty and
nutritious choices in a grab-and-go format.
With long security lines and tight connections
these days, wholesome food that is ready to go
is in demand,” Steelman says. HMSHost’s
MKT is one such venue, allowing guests to
choose from a selection of freshly made
signature salads, flatbreads and sandwiches or
create their own, picking each individual
ingredient. MKT is currently located in
Minneapolis-St. Paul International (MSP),
McCarran International (LAS), Ted Stevens
Anchorage International (ANC) and Tulsa
International (TUL).

“We want to provide plenty of high-
quality options for our customers,” Paradies

Lagadère’s Casey says. “We put a lot of
thought into the decisions we make. Our
director of culinary and our chef look at our
menus every quarter to see what’s working
for our venues, which provides us with a lot
of flexibility to constantly tweak the
balance of options and give the guest what
they are looking for.”

ICF’s Beaton notes that the demand – from
both airports and consumers – for wholesome,
healthy food options is so great that every
concessionaire should take the trend seriously:
“We are encouraging our clients to ensure
that they provide healthy options in some
form at key locations along the passenger
travel path, even in markets that may not
traditionally be as health conscious.”

Indeed, the mindful-eating consumer
appears to be here to stay, and airports
know it. “We’ve had several proposals from
airports where healthy food was a
requirement,” Casey says. “While it would
be crazy to think that an airport wouldn’t
have at least one location that has comfort
food, they seem to be balancing it out with
a variety of healthy options.”




