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Abstract 
This literature review critically examines the evolving role of airports as strategic actors within 

the aviation industry. By synthesizing a wide range of scholarly sources, the review explores 

how airports have transitioned from mere transportation hubs to influential players driving 

industry innovation, operational efficiency, and competitive dynamics. Key themes include the 

strategic management of infrastructure and technological advancements, the implementation 

of sustainability practices, and the enhancement of passenger experiences. The review also 

delves into the regulatory and policy frameworks shaping airport operations and highlights the 

complex interactions between airports and other stakeholders, such as airlines, regulatory 

bodies, and passengers. By providing a comprehensive analysis of current research, this paper 

aims to elucidate the multifaceted contributions of airports to the aviation industry, identify 

emerging trends, and suggest avenues for future research. 
Keywords – Airports, Aviation Industry, Strategic Management, Operational Efficiency, 

Technological Innovation 

Introduction 

Airports are no longer merely points of transit for passengers and cargo; they have evolved into 

complex entities that play a pivotal role in the global aviation industry. As strategic actors, 

airports influence and are influenced by a multitude of factors including airline operations, 

regulatory frameworks, technological advancements, and passenger expectations. 

Understanding the multifaceted role of airports within this ecosystem is crucial for grasping 

the broader dynamics of the aviation industry. 

Historically, airports were seen primarily as infrastructure providers, focusing on the efficient 

handling of aircraft and passengers. However, the competitive landscape of the aviation 

industry has necessitated a shift towards a more strategic approach in airport management. 

Airports now engage in a variety of initiatives aimed at enhancing operational efficiency, 

fostering innovation, improving sustainability, and delivering superior passenger experiences. 

This transformation is driven by the need to attract and retain airlines, manage regulatory 

demands, and compete effectively in a market characterized by rapid technological changes 

and evolving consumer preferences. 

This literature review aims to critically evaluate the role of airports as strategic actors in the 

aviation industry. It synthesizes existing research to explore how airports manage and leverage 

their strategic positions to influence the broader aviation ecosystem. Key areas of focus include 

infrastructure development, technological innovation, sustainability practices, competitive 

positioning, and passenger experience enhancement. Additionally, the review examines the 

regulatory and policy frameworks that shape airport operations and discusses the interactions 

between airports and other stakeholders such as airlines, regulatory bodies, and passengers. 

By providing a comprehensive analysis of the current state of knowledge, this literature review 

seeks to elucidate the strategic significance of airports, identify emerging trends and 

challenges, and highlight opportunities for future research. The insights gained from this 

review will be valuable for airport managers, policymakers, and researchers aiming to 

understand and navigate the complexities of the modern aviation industry. 

Objectives of the study 

• To trace the historical development and transformation of airports from basic 

infrastructure providers to key strategic players within the aviation industry. 
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• To identify the factors driving this evolution, including competitive pressures, 

technological advancements, and regulatory changes. 

• To investigate the strategies and practices that airports implement to enhance 

operational efficiency. 

Research methodology  

This literature review employs a systematic and comprehensive approach to analyze the role 

of airports as strategic actors in the aviation industry. The methodology involves several key 

steps. Firstly, a thorough search of academic databases, industry reports, and relevant 

publications was conducted to gather a broad range of sources. Keywords such as "airports," 

"aviation industry," "strategic management," "operational efficiency," "technological 

innovation," "sustainability practices," and "passenger experience" were used to identify 

pertinent literature. Inclusion criteria focused on recent studies, significant historical research, 

and influential theoretical papers that provide a holistic view of the topic. Secondly, the 

selected literature was categorized into thematic areas, including operational efficiency, 

technological innovation, sustainability, competitive positioning, regulatory frameworks, and 

passenger experience. Each source was critically analyzed to extract key findings, identify 

common themes, and note any divergent viewpoints. This process involved evaluating the 

methodologies and conclusions of individual studies to assess their reliability and relevance. 

Literature review 

With both traffic and passenger expectations seeing rapid expansion, the air transport business 

is constantly evolving (Chambers, 2007). Then, airports play a major part in the more difficult 

air transportation caused by consumer trends, security advances, and political changes 

(Graham, 2009). They play a pivotal role in the region's economic development, job prospects, 

and wealth as one of the industry's pioneers (Graham, 2013). Therefore, airports' performance 

and expansion are of the utmost importance. Being competitive necessitates upgrading to new 

products, services, processes, strategies, and company models; innovation is the key 

(Humphrey & Schmitz, 2002). 

Using novel concepts, processes, or tools to create value is what we call innovation (Jacobides 

et al., 2006; Merriam-Webster, 2017). Gaining an edge over the competition is possible via the 

development and distribution of novel products and services, which in turn depends on the 

interplay between technology, the market, and the organisation (Tidd & Bessant, 2013). Many 

modern businesses put a lot of money into it (Stock & Zacharias, 2011). While many innovation 

initiatives centre on new offerings, there has been a recent trend in innovation techniques away 

from goods and services and towards collaboration (Jacobides et al., 2006). Produced worth, 

or the encounter (Prahalad & Ramaswamy, 2003). Subject innovation in business processes 

(OECD, 2005) or business model innovation (Amit & Zott, 2012) are other ways that value is 

produced. In addition to product and process innovation, OECD (2018) finds organisational 

and marketing innovation. As a result, airports need to embrace and implement all forms of 

innovation in order to provide passengers with a first-rate experience that makes use of new 

procedures and technology. 

According to Garcia and Calantone (2002), the primary driver of innovation is the need to 

develop new goods and services that make use of emerging technology. In contrast to 

inventions, which are only theoretical concepts, innovations are practical endeavours with 

monetary worth. You may classify inventions according to their level of impact: incremental, 

radical, or disruptive. Radical innovations use a high degree of cutting-edge information 

towards a completely new solution (Dewar & Dutton, 1986) or a new value proposition 

(Christensen, 2013), whereas incremental innovations reflect a low degree of new knowledge, 

mostly shown in tiny improvements. Because of the far-reaching effects of disruptive 

innovations, previously held beliefs quickly become irrelevant. Consequently, there are many 

different ways to innovate, and it is not always centred on a daring idea. 
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In order to attain cost-effective tactics, the air transportation business employs innovation 

(Janić, 1999). New technologies, consumer segmentation, and sophisticated business strategies 

are propelling the expansion (Franke, 2007). Ucler and Martin-Domingo (2015) noted that 

airports have lately included innovation into their business strategy, citing rivalry among 

airports as a typical motivator of innovation (Huang & Kaewmee, 2011). 

Innovation in airport design, construction, operation, and passenger experience may greatly 

benefit airports. The use of information and communication technology (ICT) for interaction 

is one typical area of innovation at airports, with the goal of providing consumers with efficient, 

rapid, and high-quality services (Straker & Wrigley, 2018). Examples of information and 

communication technology include self-service technologies at check-in kiosks, automated 

board control technologies, baggage tracking systems based on radio-frequency identification 

(Zhang et al., 2008), and mobile apps (Martin-Domingo & Martín, 2016). There, SSTs enable 

consumers to engage with self-service software independently of staff (Castillo-Manzano & 

López-Valpuesta, 2013; Chen et al., 2015). Companies may save money on labour while 

increasing service efficiency and time-saving capabilities, and consumers can use their mobile 

devices to book flights, pay for tickets, and obtain flight updates (Lin & Hsieh, 2011; Chang & 

Yang, 2008). Thanks to technological advancements, travellers may now multitask on the go 

(Harri-son et al., 2013).  

The increased efficiency of mobile devices has led to a rise in the use of airport-related mobile 

apps and websites (Radaha & Johnson, 2013). In addition to facilitating transactions and 

teamwork, these apps offer the quickest and most convenient method to give passengers with 

the information they need. Baumgartner et al. (2016) cite DORA as an example of an app that 

improves the passenger experience by providing door-to-door information on airlines, airports, 

and landside interlines. Lounges, parking, and food and drink are just a few examples of the 

supplementary income generators that airports employ their apps for (Halpern & Graham, 

2013). In addition to opening up new avenues of income generation, these mobile apps help 

streamline airport operations for the benefit of passengers (Price et al., 2014). 

Innovation at airports has numerous positive effects. As an example, the impact on service 

pricing, service quality, service volume, and the possibility of differentiation are the four 

primary areas into which connected outcomes are classified by Niine et al. (2017). Technology 

use at airports boosts customer happiness, according to Straker and Wrigley (2018). 

Innovations may create a distinctive brand experience, which gives airports a competitive 

advantage, according to Lin (2015) (Arif et al., 2013). So, it's obvious that airports should 

innovate. However, the literature is lacking a unified body of work that compiles research on 

airport innovation from different publications, and there is also no systematic review of 

innovation opportunities upon which airports may base their strategies. Thus, this paper's goal 

is to close the knowledge gap by providing a summary and classification of airport innovation 

along with practical takeaways for academics and business owners in the field. 

Against the background of intense rivalry, Arora, Trehan, Aggarwal, and Sharma (2016) 

conducted research to compare the quality of service offered by several Indian airlines. The 

causes for the rise of the Indian aviation industry were identified as the entry of low-cost 

carriers, an increase in per capita income, foreign direct investment (FDI), new government 

regulations, and globalisation. An airline, according to the research, needs high-quality service 

in order to stay in business. Taken together, the research shed insight on the many elements 

and customer responses influenced by demand for various airlines in various economic 

contexts. 

The researchers Saranga and Nagpal (2016) set out to determine if there is a correlation 

between effective operations and financial results. This was accomplished via the use of a two-

stage empirical analysis: first, a Data Envelopment Analysis evaluation of operational 

efficiency; and second, a two-way random effects GLS regression evaluation of performance 
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drivers. The research concluded that low-cost carriers in India were able to generate significant 

operational reductions despite the fact that structural and regulatory issues negatively impacted 

airline performance. Research into the Indian aviation business also revealed that technical 

efficiency, not cost efficiency, is the primary driver of improved market performance as a result 

of pricing power. 

Taking a look at both full-service and low-cost airlines operating inside India, Sakthidharan 

and Sivaraman (2018) compared their technical and operational efficiency. Secondary data 

acquired for the fiscal year 2013–14 formed the basis of the research. Airlines were determined 

to be operating with a technical efficiency ranging from 71% to 89% after data was analysed 

using Data Envelopment Analysis. In addition, the airlines were discovered to be operating at 

an increasing return to scale. In India, low-cost carriers outperformed full-service carriers in 

terms of scale efficiency. One key indicator of significant variation in input utilisation by 

airlines was maintenance expense. It was proposed that full service carriers might improve their 

operational efficiency by adopting some principles from the low cost carrier model. 

Research Gap 

Despite the extensive body of literature on airports as strategic actors in the aviation industry, 

several critical gaps remain that warrant further investigation. Firstly, while numerous studies 

have explored operational efficiency and technological innovations, there is a paucity of 

research on the long-term impacts of these advancements on airport competitiveness and 

sustainability. Specifically, the integration of emerging technologies such as artificial 

intelligence, blockchain, and Internet of Things (IoT) in airport operations has not been 

comprehensively analyzed, particularly concerning their cost-benefit implications and 

scalability. 

Secondly, although sustainability practices have gained attention, there is limited 

understanding of how airports can effectively balance environmental initiatives with economic 

and operational objectives. The existing literature often lacks a detailed examination of the 

trade-offs and synergies between these domains. Furthermore, the impact of global regulatory 

changes on airport sustainability efforts remains underexplored, especially in the context of 

developing countries where regulatory environments and resources differ significantly from 

those in developed regions. 

Another significant gap lies in the passenger experience domain. While there is considerable 

research on enhancing passenger services and amenities, less focus has been placed on the role 

of cultural, social, and demographic factors in shaping passenger expectations and satisfaction. 

Understanding these nuances is crucial for airports aiming to cater to a diverse and global 

customer base. 

Moreover, the literature often treats airports as homogenous entities without sufficiently 

considering the varying challenges and strategies of different types of airports, such as hub 

versus regional airports, or those in developed versus developing markets. This generalization 

overlooks the unique strategic imperatives faced by different airport categories. 

Lastly, there is a need for more empirical research and longitudinal studies that track the 

evolution of airport strategies over time. Much of the current research is cross-sectional, 

providing snapshots rather than dynamic views of how airports adapt to changing industry 

conditions and technological advancements. 

Addressing these research gaps will enhance the understanding of airports as strategic actors 

and provide deeper insights into optimizing their operations, sustainability practices, passenger 

services, and competitive strategies. This, in turn, will support more effective management and 

policy-making in the aviation industry. 

Conclusion 

This literature review has provided a comprehensive evaluation of airports as strategic actors 

in the aviation industry, highlighting their evolving roles and multifaceted contributions. The 
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analysis reveals that airports have transitioned from being mere infrastructure providers to 

becoming pivotal entities that influence and shape the broader aviation ecosystem through 

various strategic initiatives. Key findings indicate that operational efficiency, driven by 

infrastructure development and technological innovations, remains a critical area for airports 

to enhance their competitiveness and service quality. Technological advancements, particularly 

in digitalization and automation, have significantly improved airport operations and passenger 

experiences, although their long-term impacts require further exploration. 

Sustainability practices have emerged as essential components of airport strategy, with airports 

increasingly adopting measures to reduce their environmental footprint. However, balancing 

these sustainability efforts with economic and operational goals poses ongoing challenges, 

especially in the context of varying regulatory landscapes and resource availability. The 

competitive positioning of airports is influenced by strategic partnerships, marketing, and 

branding efforts. Effective collaboration with airlines and other stakeholders is crucial for 

airports to maintain and enhance their market positions. Moreover, enhancing passenger 

experience through innovative services and amenities is vital for airports to attract and retain 

travelers, though further research is needed to understand the diverse needs of a global 

passenger base. 

In conclusion, airports are integral strategic actors within the aviation industry, contributing 

significantly to operational efficiency, technological innovation, sustainability, and passenger 

satisfaction. By addressing the identified research gaps, future studies can further enhance the 

understanding of airport strategies, supporting more effective management and policy-making. 

This, in turn, will ensure that airports continue to meet the evolving demands of the aviation 

industry and contribute to its overall growth and sustainability. 
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