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Airports in the 21st century are experiencing a new 
and distinct evolutionary stage—the “airport city.” What 
started out in the early 1990s—a handful of European 
and U.S. air gateways substantially notching up their 
duty-free and traditional terminal retail and eateries—has 
become a world-wide phenomenon of airport 
commercial expansion and diversification. In the 
process, gateway airports have assumed roles few before 
anticipated. 

Major airports serve as regional, multi-modal 
surface-transportation nodes and as magnets for business 
locations, commercial transactions, information 
exchanges and leisure activities. As their terminals 

transform into shopping malls and artistic venues, 
airports are spawning aviation-linked clusters of hotels; 
convention, trade and exhibition facilities; corporate 
offices; and retail complexes along with culture, 
entertainment and recreation centers. Air gateways, in 
short, have become as much commercial destinations as 
places of departure: they are urban realms in their own 
right, driving and shaping the very fabric of the new 
cities they are creating. 

The airport city is far more expansive and important 
for employment growth, business competitiveness and 
urban form than prior transit center-oriented 
developments such as those found in the vicinity of 
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Abstract: Airports and their environs are becoming new commercial anchors taking on many features of destination retail and of 
cities themselves. Passenger terminals are morphing into shopping malls and leisure venues. Strings and clusters of retail outlets, 
hotels, entertainment complexes, conference centers and aviation-oriented businesses are locating outward along airport 
corridors forming a greater aerotropolis. This article assesses the evolution of airport cities and the aerotropolis, pointing out 
the special opportunities and challenges that they offer to the retail real estate and retail industries; it begins with their “multi-
modal core”—the airport terminal—and moves outward sequentially to the airport city and the aerotropolis.  
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