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This report investigates how Heathrow airport can enhance its wayfinding experience 
for passengers’ travelling through Terminal 3. It understands how wayfinding plays 
a critical role meeting customer expectations and analysing their behaviour. It also 
investigates the role of design win influencing customer experience. Initially the 
research seeks a broad understanding of passenger experience at Heathrow Airport 
in order to narrow down the research scope. Initially a survey and customer interviews 
were conducted comprising of questions around the topic area, followed by literature 
review, case studies, expert interviews, and a workshop. The research found that 
not only is there a need to enhance wayfinding experience for passengers but also 
create a solution that fits everyone travelling through the airport. This means taking 
an inclusive approach to understanding and integrating a solution. This report aims 
to develop an inclusive design-led innovation strategy to enhance the wayfinding 
experience for passengers and make it a memorable experience for them. The core 
values of a wayfinding strategy include technology, architecture, functional signage 
and passenger experience. The conclusion implies the importance of wayfinding for 
customer experience at airports and states the limitations of the research.

Having to navigate in an unfamiliar environment as complex as an airport can be a stressful 
activity. The underlying purpose of any airport experience and thereby passenger expectation 
is that they can easily get to and through the airport. The Global President for Customer 
Experience in New York describes airports as a ‘utility’.That’s what airports mean to him now, 
and this mindset is a threat to any successful airport (Carleton, 2016). Wayfinding is user 
experience in a built environment. Design thinking enables the development of a system that 
guides people from one place to the other. As evidence shows, it is becoming increasingly 
important for airports to meet the customer expectations and needs, especially those who 
were not included when the system was being designed.

This report investigates how strategic design-led innovation can enhance the wayfinding 
experience for passengers travelling through Heathrow Terminal 3. It aims to develop a design-
led wayfinding strategy for Heathrow Terminal 3 to enhance the passenger experience. A 
range of primary and secondary sources were employed to understand existing studies as 
well as establish key insights. Secondary research comprising of literature review and case 
studies explored the factors that affect wayfinding and it’s importance to customer experience. 
Primary research comprises of an online survey, customer interviews, expert interviews and 
a workshop. They were conducted to understand the current wayfinding service system and 
understanding the present wayfinding scenario from a passenger’s point of view. The final step 
of the research was creating a wayfinding strategy and to demonstrate areas of improvement. 

Although there is literature on Heathrow Airport, there is barely any that explains customer 
experience or wayfinding at the airport. In today’s world, only a company that delivers 
great customer experience will sustain loyalty of the customers. As for airports, wayfinding 
is customer experience (Light On The Horizon, 2019). If people have a bad wayfinding 
experience, they are going to associate that experience with the brand.

The key aspect of the report is the concept of “inclusive design” which is essentially creating a 
wayfinding service that fits all passengers. To help Heathrow Terminal 3 identify the customer 
segments and archetypes travelling through the airport, a wayfinding design strategy was 
developed. The factors mentioned in the strategy directly influence wayfinding and customer 
experience. This strategy can be used by designers to improve the current situation. The 
report concludes that an excellent wayfinding strategy is one where the customer does not 
notice how he got from one point to the other. The research limitations are also mentioned.
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1

Introduction
This section explains the area of research, 

thereby demonstrating key problems, 

challenges and opportunities

Airports are considered as one of the most complex structures in modern society (Kirk, 2013). 
They comprise of complex components (check-in, retail areas and security) and different 
elements of airport operations (landside operations, airside operations). Furthermore, there 
is often a clash in operational objectives about safety, efficiency and passenger experience.
(Mengersen et al., n.d.). The stakeholders include people and organisations who have a vested 
interest in the airport, such as airport owners, airlines, shareholders, government bodies 
(customs and security), passengers, and agencies (International Air Transport Association 
[IATA] and other government agencies) (Popovic, Kraal and Kirk, 2019). Different stakeholders 
have different requirements and objectives that must be met. Airports are a vital source of 
revenue that contribute to the global economy to a great extent (Heathrow 2.0, 2018). Global 
research about outstanding customer experience recognises the factors of world-leading 
service as seamlessness and ease. Airports are not ‘easy’ places to navigate. It’s more of a 
challenge for the airports and passengers since most of their passengers are infrequent fliers. 
It’s difficult to adapt to an unfamiliar process in an unfamiliar setting. Also, time being a critical 
pressure adds to the ‘cognitive load’ on the passengers (Heathrow’s Strategic Brief, 2018).

Therefore, the underlying purpose of any airport experience and thereby passenger 
expectation is that they can easily get to and through the airport. The Global President for 
Customer Experience in New York describes airports as a ‘utility’. That’s what airports mean 
to him now, and this mindset is a threat to any successful airport (Carleton, 2016).

Catering to an airport the size of Heathrow that has over 200,000 passengers each day, who 
speak over a 100 languages can be quite a challenge (Wayfinding & Navigation Expert, 
2019). Heathrow is a gateway that connects the United Kingdom to more than 80 long-haul 
destinations, which helps British exporters to get the growing markets, as well as makes it 
easier for tourists, investors and students to come to the UK. (Heathrow’s Strategic Brief, 2018). 
Heathrow has nearly 76 million passengers travelling through the airport each year (Heathrow 
2.0, 2018). It is UK’s sole hub airport that serves as a significant engine for economic growth 
(Sustainable Transport Plan, 2014).

There is a significant gap between what airports think and what passengers think. Andy Lester 
of Christchurch  Airport very rightly said, “If you think like an airport you’ll never understand 
your customers”.

Poor experiences result in people choosing other airports the next time. They don’t only 
compare it to what it was the previous time, but by how other airports are doing it. Not only 
does this have an impact on the airport’s revenue, but it also has a commercial consequence 
for the airline partners. In today’s time, people expect the airports to be efficient. Airports are 
raising the bar, and it simply means they are doing the right things well.  The writer Alastair  
Campbell travelled through Heathrow Terminal 2 earlier this year, and tweeted this to this 
285,000 followers :

Figure 1 (Alastair Campbell tweets about Heathrow, n.d.)
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London considers its international links as one of its greatest strengths. Therefore, it is 
important for London’s airports, especially Heathrow to perform efficiently.  A poor passenger 
experience can pose a serious threat to London’s competitiveness and sustainability thereby 
affecting the country’s global economy (Imagine a world class Heathrow, 2008). 

According to Heathrow’s service proposition, they aim to deliver a journey experience that 
reassures and excites them at the same time. They are aware that everyone is not the same, 
and that some people may be excited at the airport, while some may be anxious. Thus, their 
goal is to go beyond any airport to gain an understanding of what the needs and expectations 
of their passengers are (Heathrow’s Strategic Brief, 2018).

London First conducted a survey with passengers to understand the factors that were 
considered significant in order to consider London Heathrow as a ‘world class’ airport. The 
factors are :
	 •	 Accessibility 
	 •	 Business/ leisure facilities
	 •	 Information and way finding
	 •	 Range and reach of flight services 
	 •	 Terminal quality
	 •	 Waiting times 

(Imagine a world class Heathrow, 2008)

Wayfinding
During an airport journey, it is common for passengers who have not been to the airport 
before, to have questions about the location of the gate, retail stores are at the airport, places 
to eat before boarding, or to know whether the flight is on time. Having to navigate in an 
unfamiliar environment as complex as an airport can be a stressful activity. Poor wayfinding 
can result in passengers getting lost and missing their flight. Caves and Pickard (2001) believe, 
“wayfinding is one of the most important factors for passengers to appreciate at an airport”. 
An efficient wayfinding experience can help passengers navigate through the airport, to 
where they want to go by providing them with the flight information, how long will they take 
to get to the gate, as well as shopping and restaurant options. This can reduce the passenger 
stress to a great extent (Airport Business, 2014) (Tezcan and Hiemstra-van Mastrigt, 2019). 
Society For Experiential Graphic Design (SEGD) defines wayfinding as an information system 
that helps people navigate their way through complex and unfamiliar physical environments 
such as airports, transport systems, hospitals (Brandculture, 2018).

People from different cultures and countries, who have different mother tongues need to 
navigate through these spaces. Planning a signage system in an airport can be a complex 
practice, and can be complicated with the fact that wayfinding is a “heuristic” activity (Symonds 
et al, 2017: 4.3). The signage is not only used by passengers to get through the key areas of the 
airport, but is also used to find restrooms, to look for a shop to buy souvenirs, or a restaurant 

Heathrow’s social media team tweeted this to their large number of followers. In a few minutes, 
this message reached over half a million people. This was simply because the experience 
was seamless and quick. Nothing more than that. It’s about avoiding the wrong experiences 
and giving the right experience to the passengers every time they fly through Heathrow. 
Passengers are aware of it, more than anyone else. (Angrave, n.d.).

Passengers bring revenue to the airports, and are their main focus. Thus it is important for 
Heathrow to understand the needs and expectations of the passengers and try to deliver 
that. Giving them a seamless and stress-free experience will make the passengers happy and 
it will encourage them to use that airport more often. This will result in an increase in the value 
of Heathrow. 

Customer experience
Businesses today need to provide more responsive, intuitive and personal services that 
respond to the customers needs. Outstanding services are those that connect all touchpoints 
that people have with a business in order to make the process seamless. In an airport context, 
a seamless experience will result in increased revenues,  increase in efficiency, increased visits 
and the possibilities of more recommendations (Engine, 2018). 

Customer experience comprises of every experience that the customers have with your 
company’s products and services. This results in them forming a belief and perception about 
your brand. It is the holistic experience of a service (Customer Driven Transformation, 2018).
It is important for airports to understand their passenger’s experience in order to retain their 
loyalty and improve the airport profits. (Kirk, 2013). By offering more choice, opportunities 
and a more personalised experience will enable the airports to broaden their target market 
more mature and affluent customers. According to research, happy and content passengers 
will :
	 -	 Spend 10% more time at the airport
	 -	 Shop twice as much as before
	 -	 Increase in 7% spending on retail shopping
	 -	 Increase in 20% spending on duty free

According to the Airports Council International (ACI), “A. 1% increase in passenger satisfaction 
levels delivers an increase of 1.5% in non-aeronautical revenue”. Airports that exceed the 
expectations of their customers gain a competitive edge, and that is important factor in 
regions where passengers can choose from several airports.(Knect365.com, 2016)

There has been a precedent rise in the number of passengers travelling through Heathrow in 
the past few years and it’s due to the increase in the number of passengers taking long-haul 
flights. However, there has been a significant decline in the service level the airport provides 
to its passengers due to an increase in the number of passengers going through Heathrow as 
well as an increase in the number of flights operating from Heathrow. 

The Civil Aviation Authority implemented some quality of service targets due to the increasing 
distress relating to Heathrow’s service standards. According to London First, the likelihood to 
improve passenger experience in the near future is very less (Imagine a world class Heathrow, 
2008). 

“We need to start seeing the airport through the passenger’s eyes.”
- Michael Eggenschwiler, CEO of Hamburg Airport
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•	 It will help Heathrow differentiate itself from its competitors. 
•	 A simple yet clear wayfinding design system will personalise experiences for passengers 

as well as make them a memorable one (Peate, 2018).

According to the ACRP report, information and wayfinding technologies are based the 
universal design principles. As airports become larger and more complex, all travelers benefit 
from intuitive design and presentation of information in multiple formats. Pictograms, for 
example, serve not just individuals with intellectual disabilities but also international travelers 
unfamiliar with the local language (Castiglioni, 2017).  

A strategic wayfinding design can ensure your experience is just as good offline, as it is 
through a digital medium.  The strategic use of symbols and text, when designed with focus 
will communicate to  a universal audience. Wayfinding design is often taken for granted. By 
using innovative signage and graphics, airports will not only build a relationship with their 
passengers but also develop loyalty due to improved experiences and great customer service 
(Peate, 2018). At the end of the day, it’s all about giving passengers an experience that is 
effective and simple.

to eat food. Thus, it needs to be designed in a manner that helps the passengers navigate their 
way for the micro-processes with the macro-route.  Symonds et al classify wayfinding as “the 
cognitive, social and corporeal process and experience of locating, following or discovering 
a route through and to a given space” (Symonds, 2017).

Research Opportunities
The subject of wayfinding had not been given much importance as far as airports are 
concerned, until recently. An airport needs to consider the situation of an infrequent traveller, 
who could have a traumatic experience if they are unable to get to the departure gate, or if 
they are not aware of where they are in the building at any given point.
Observations were conducted on the passenger flows at Heathrow Airport in 1996, and the 
results showed that a large number of passengers were uncertain of where they were within 
the airport building and did not know where they should go next. This demonstrates that 
wayfinding in an airport environment needs more attention than it has been given in the past 
(Fewings, 2001).

Heathrow is one of the most complex environments that anyone has come across. Over a 
million passengers from different nationalities and cultures use the airport on a daily basis. 
Most of the passengers are focused on the time process of their journey which often puts 
them under stress during several aspects of their route. Thus, wayfinding is a significant factor 
in any airport environment. Applied Wayfinding, an agency who worked towards improving 
Heathrow’s wayfinding stated that their maps lacked consistency, accessibility and legibility 
and were inaccurate (Applied Wayfinding, n.d.). This demonstrates that there is a scope of 
improvement for the wayfinding design system of Heathrow Airport.

Another aspect to consider is that not all passengers find their way in the same manner, and 
that there needs to be a universal wayfinding design system that enables each and every type 
of passenger at Heathrow to navigate through the airport with ease. 
Of all the factors that have an influence on a passenger’s time in the airport terminal, a key 
factor is the passenger’s wayfinding experience. A departing passenger’s main aim is to get 
to the right boarding gate on time. This is important to the passengers as well the airports and 
airlines. Thus this research will focus on enhancing the wayfinding experience of a departing 
passenger.

Although wayfinding is not the most interesting aspect to design in an airport, it is one of the 
most significant factors that determines whether a passenger has had a seamless experience 
at the airport. Wayfinding is a strategy that enhances user experience. One will know the 
importance of wayfinding design when they’ve struggled to navigate their way through a 
complex building like Heathrow.  

By incorporating design thinking to create a strategy to enhance the wayfinding experience, 
Heathrow will yield the following benefits :
•	 It will easily be able to guide the passengers, and help them discover their own space 

rather than struggling without assistance.

The question is how can an airport as complex as Heathrow make information accessible 
and useful to every passenger travelling without intimidating them ?
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2

Key Research Question
This section explains the key research question, aim and objectives.

KEY RESEARCH QUESTION

Airports are still facing a challenge regarding wayfinding. The difference in language, culture 
and place of origin of each user at the airport often leads to misinterpretation of the information 
provided to them. In today’s world. where seamless customer experiences can yield 400% 
conversion rates, the right wayfinding strategy can result in brand strength, consistency, create 
airport differentiation and most importantly enhance their journey experience to a great 
extent (Peate, 2018). This research is an attempt to understand the challenges passengers 
face with regard to understanding information, and navigating through an airport. There is 
no perfect wayfinding strategy designed for airports, since no one particular strategy has 
been tried and tested by all passengers. Furthermore, since neuroscientists have proved 
that consumers develop relationships with brands from the best experiences (Gad, 2016), it 
would be important to understand the aspects that drive a good user experience with the 
brand.  Design thinking can be used as a tool to create human-centered, iterative, creative 
approaches to practical ideas and solutions. It is an approach to imagining experiences and 
giving them a desirable outcome (Brown, 2008).

How can design-led innovation enhance the wayfinding experience for passengers travelling 
through Heathrow Terminal 3?

AIM

To develop an inclusive design-led innovation strategy to enhance a passenger’s wayfinding 
experience at Heathrow Terminal 3.

The research would focus on gathering data relating to a passenger’s wayfinding experience at 
Heathrow Terminal 3 and understand their challenges and expectations and then understand 
the influence of design thinking in this context. Furthermore, market research and technology 
research will help gather meaningful information. This information will be analysed in order 
to recognise the potential outcome. Conceptual scenarios will be created which will then be 
used to develop a design thinking strategy.

To break the aim into different segments, a set of five objectives has been created. Each 
objective explores key aspects of the research.

OBJECTIVES

1. To gain an in-depth understanding of the current service system and solutions employed 
by Heathrow to improve their passenger experience
To identify which aspect at which terminal has scope of improvement

2. To review relevant theories in the wayfinding context at airports and other setting 
To gain a thorough understanding of the problem

3. To critically investigate the current wayfinding experience for passengers at Heathrow 
Terminal 3 in order to identify pain points
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To understand the current challenges that passengers face and their needs and expectations

4. To determine the use of strategic design thinking in improving a passenger’s wayfinding 
experience and draw inference that would have a positive effect on Heathrow
“Design thinking is a human-centered approach to innovation that draws from the designer’s 
toolkit to integrate the needs of people, the possibilities of technology, and the requirements 
for business success.”
- Tim Brown, CEO of IDEO. (IDEO | Design Thinking, n.d.)

5. To develop and assess a design thinking strategy to enhance the wayfinding experience 
for passengers travelling through Heathrow Terminal 3
After the data has been assessed, a design thinking strategy will be created in order to 
improve a passenger’s wayfinding experience

Beneficiaries mainly include Heathrow Terminal 3, its airlines and the passengers travelling 
through the terminal.The other beneficiaries are all the other three terminals, the airlines, the 
stakeholders, government bodies, agencies like the International Air Transport Association 
and other government agencies.

The perspective and stages developed in the project are on the basis of the resources 
available to the researcher.
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3

Review of Literature
This section presents an in-depth understanding of the 
current  state of literature

3.1 BACKGROUND

3.1.1 COMPLEXITY AT HEATHROW

Figure 2 : Complexity of Heathrow Airport (Adapted from Acxiom, 2017)

Airports are a complex environment of people, processes, technology and information. 
Heathrow has a large volume of people - 2,06,800 daily passengers and the needs, wants, 
tastes and opinions of them vary greatly. The same person could want a different type of 
experience, depending on his purpose of travel.  Another complexity is the number of separate 
businesses involved, each of whom have their own goals. These include the restaurants, 
shops, lounges, parking space, gates and not to forget, planes.  Heathrow has to efficiently 
manage the different businesses, in a way that it meets the needs and wants of the passengers 
travelling through Heathrow (Inside Heathrow’s Incredible Customer Experience Operation, 
2017). 

At present, 18 airlines operate at Heathrow Terminal 3 most of which are OneWorld alliance 
members and other non-affiliated airlines. These include American Airlines, Japan Airlines, 
Cathay Pacific, British Airways. It is the base for all Virgin Atlantic flights. Although the terminal 
is mainly for long haul flights, there are some flights to European destinations as well. As per 
Heathrow statistics, there were 19.5 million passengers on 94,019 flights at Heathrow Terminal 
3 in 2018 (Heathrow.com, 2019) (Heathrow Airport Guide, n.d.).

3.1.2 WAYFINDING

There are several debates on the definition of wayfinding. According to Professor Per Mollerup, 
wayfinding is “what we do when finding our way in unknown quarters”. Dr Hugo Spiers, an 
expert from the Institute of Behavioural Neuroscience at UCL, has a contrasting opinion. He 
believes there are different types of wayfinding, and that one needs to use different parts of 
the brain to understand this : “Finding novel paths between destinations” vs. Route Finding 
– “following well-learned paths between locations”. Whereas, the Oxford dictionary states 
wayfinding as “the act of finding one’s way to a particular place; navigation” (Girling, 2016). 
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The Team, a branding and communications agency was tasked with improving the security 
wayfinding for passengers at Heathrow. Their approach involved exploring the main aspects 
of security i.e safety, protection, and surveillance. Different colours and graphics were used 
to create a change in tone for the passenger experience. Two different design options were 
tested live at Heathrow Terminal 5 to find out which design was more effective. Users’ gave 
their opinions, and the wayfinding system was then implemented in the security area. This 
demonstrates the use of signs, their placement, and light in order to create an effective 
wayfinding system (Coombes, 2018).

3.1.2.2 Heathrow Terminal 3

Similarly, Holmes Wood was contacted to improve Virgin Atlantic’s airline customer experience. 
A map was created for passengers from outside the terminal till the check-in and bag drop, 
until the security and departure areas. Since Virgin had a kiosk-only check in process, it was 
key to direct the passengers to the kiosks and then to the bag drop and security area. Thus, 
stainless steel sheathed columns were used as beacons, and aluminium letters were used to 
identify the classes. An on-screen graphic was also designed to inform the passengers of the 
process they has to go through. Also, for non-English speaking passengers, Holmes Wood 
recommended the use of pictograms.(Matson Knapp, 2009).

3.1.2.3 Principal clues and elements of wayfinding

The principal clues used by passengers to navigate through an airport include landmarks, 
nodes, paths and edges. Space, light, colour and visual are seen as important elements of 
wayfinding. Intelligent spatial design reduces the use of signage at an airport.  Light creates a 
sense of comfort in a stressful environment like an airport.  Mainly artificial light is used as an 
element of wayfinding and is used as an effective indicator for finding one’s way.  Colour is a 
key aspect of wayfinding and its strategic use aids wayfinding thereby reducing the need for 
excessive signage. Lastly, visual includes the art and signage at the airports. 

Techniques
The study conducted by (Harding 2011) highlighted that there are three techniques that 
passengers undertake when they navigate their way through the airport. They are described 
as follows :
	 1.	 Recreational wayfinding is when the passengers want to explore the different 
aspects at an airport without being in a rush, and see wayfinding as an element of satisfaction. 
Therefore, the wayfinding experience is a crucial aspect of their journey at the airport.
	 2.	 Resolute wayfinding is when the passenger’s main aim is to find their way in the 
most efficient manner possible. 
	 3.	 Emergency wayfinding is when the only aim of the passenger is to reach their 
destination as quickly and easily as possible. These kind of passengers are usually stressed, 
and therefore the wayfinding system should be easy to understand.
Out of the three techniques, most passengers undertake resolute wayfinding and thus it is the 
primary force behind the wayfinding design system. (Harding 2011) (RE:Think | Designing for 
Wayfinding, 2018)

Thus, wayfinding can be summarised as the process of finding your way in an environment that 
is familiar or unfamiliar (Farr et al., 2013). It’s about understanding and interpreting the flow of 
a particular space and the human behaviour that takes place in that environment (Endpoint, 
n.d.). The above definitions establish the fact that wayfinding is more than just signage. It’s 
about giving the users a right balance of information, navigation and orientation to find their 
way (Mijksenaar, 2017).

Airports are complex spaces that exist primarily for the purpose of allowing significant 
numbers of people to fly from and into, a specific location. In these spaces, wayfinding is an 
important process, given that these people need to be moved in a time effective and safe 
manner, to various locations within the airport. Trying to guide users to and through an airport 
is a particularly complex activity, especially around some of the large international airports, 
some of which might be thought of as mini-cities. (Symonds, 2017) 

Wayfinding is an important process in a complex environment and transportation hub like 
Heathrow, given that passengers need to go through different processes or activities at various 
locations in the airport in a time effective manner (Symonds, 2017). The presence of separate 
business entities such as the parking space, train service, and retail areas at Heathrow are seen 
as one unit by the passengers. An effective wayfinding system at Heathrow can facilitate an 
easy flow of passengers through the terminal especially during a rush hour (Inside Heathrow’s 
Incredible Customer Experience Operation, 2017) (De Barros et al. 2007; Churchill et al. 2008 
in Farr et al., 2013).  

The design of the airport is one of the most important steps to creating an effective wayfinding 
system. The signage and wayfinding elements are developed according to the airport 
environment.  The airport layout, and the connection and synchronisation between different 
elements and systems at an airport have a major influence on the wayfinding experience of a 
passenger (Harding, 2011). Another opinion is that in order to make a wayfinding system work, 
one should start with understanding the people, their behaviour and the mental perception 
they have of an airport environment. Humans use the cues and clues in an environment to 
navigate through a space. The architecture of the environment, lighting, signage and the 
behaviour of people around us are factors that support wayfinding (CCD Design, n.d.)

An inefficient wayfinding system can increase a passenger’s stress level, and it could take some 
time for the passenger to recover from the stress. This impacts the airport from a business 
aspect. Instead of visiting different restaurants or going to retail areas, the stressed passenger 
would rather reach his gate. This is because the passenger does not want the anticipation of 
not reaching the gate on time due to the inefficient wayfinding system (Harding, 2011). 

3.1.2.1 Wayfinding at Heathrow

The purpose of Heathrow’s signage is to provide directions to the passengers as well as 
represent a corporate image. Their signage favours black lettering on a yellow background. 
(Fewings, 2001) Triagonal, Pascall+Watson, theTeam, Clear Structures, Applied Wayfinding 
and Holmes Wood are a few agencies who have been assigned by Heathrow Airport to 
enhance the wayfinding either for a whole terminal, or for some sections of it. 
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users’ needs helps the airport to deliver the right services. Airports that have a service design 
mindset use a design thinking and user-centred design approach to gain an empathetic 
understanding of their passengers (Polaine, Løvlie and Reason, 2013 in Huang, 2016).

Every design execution has the control to include or exclude customers. Using inclusive 
design for wayfinding at airports helps understand the passenger diversity in order to make 
informed decisions and to include every type of passenger (Inclusivedesigntoolkit.com, n.d.). 

Wayfinding decisions are influenced by inclusive design. If the design is understood by less 
abled people, whether physical or mental, its means the solution will automatically work for 
everyone else too (Girling, 2016).  Inclusive design in built environments aims to provide all 
users with sufficient information, sometimes even before they leave their house. Making 
environments easily accessible to all users means considering the signage, lighting, materials, 
and spatial layout (Fletcher, 2006)

Competition is becoming tougher and the customers are expecting more from the service 
industry (Sämäkari, 2018). It has become essential for brands to deliver great services and 
customer experiences. This is because customers now demand for services and experiences 
that are personalised, responsive and intuitive . The business needs to adapt to the shift in 
customer experience and expectations in order to create more value for the business by 
meeting customer expectations. (Engine Service Design, 2018). The challenge is to match 
customer expectations at Heathrow and create a seamless wayfinding journey for them. 

Design thinking translates observations into insights which are then translated into services. 
By undertaking an empathetic approach, the airport understands the wayfinding experience 
through the eyes of the passenger (Brown, 2009).

What differentiates design from other forms of solving problems is that design is abductive 
thinking. It is the logic of what might happen or be possible. It is an educated guess about 
the human experience, and its relation with the design challenge. This enables ideation in the 
process, which leads to design and innovation (Stickdorn et al., 2018).

3.4 TECHNOLOGY
 
Airports are implementing digital technologies to enhance passenger experiences for 
different processes at the airport. It could be finding appropriate car-parking, navigating at 
the airport or finding baggage (Jaffer and Timbrell, 2014). Technology can be used for creating 
personalised experience for passengers (Anticipating and Designing for Change: Wayfinding 
for Evolving Airports, n.d.). Heathrow has implemented the following technologies to improve 
passenger experience and satisfaction :

3.4.1 Biometric boarding at Heathrow Terminal 5:
British Airways is the first UK airline to have initiated automated facial biometric technology 
through their launch of self-service boarding gates. All domestic flight passengers can board 
by using by using the technology. This has improved their punctuality on domestic flights by 
10% (Cooper, 2018) 

3.2 PASSENGERS AT HEATHROW
 
Although passengers are the main focus of airports, they most often have a stressful experience. 
The service industry is progressing rapidly with personalised services for its customers, but 
the aviation industry is a step behind (Meyer, n.d.).

To fulfil passenger expectations, it is important to understand the demographics and segments 
of customers who travel through an airport. Not all passengers navigate through an airport 
in the same way (Managing Customer Expectations for Passenger Service at Airports, 2014). 
Moreover, they hail from different countries with different mother tongues (Symonds, 2017). 
The main passenger types at the airport include leisure passengers, business passengers 
and less-abled passengers. Business travellers prioritise reliability and efficiency. They want 
to spend the least amount of time at an airport whereas the leisure passengers prioritise the 
entertainment and facilities (Sykes and Desai, 2009). Less-abled people, especially those with 
vision impairment want the utmost efficiency with wayfinding through the airport. Surprisingly, 
in the UK alone there are over one million adults who have such poor sight that they cannot 
read the signs in an environment. Also, it is difficult for people with dyslexia or those who 
cannot read to interpret the information at an airport (Fewings, 2001). Thus, it is important to 
find common ground to develop a wayfinding system that works for all types of passengers. 
Heathrow’s main aim is to enable their passengers to navigate their way through the airport 
as swiftly and smoothly as possible (Coombes, 2018) (Managing Customer Expectations for 
Passenger Service at Airports, 2014).

3.3 ROLE OF DESIGN

Wayfinding is customer experience. It connects the customers to the brand. Wayfinding 
signage is the most prominent design a customer looks at when they enter an airport 
environment. Outstanding and seamless wayfinding creates memorable experiences for the 
passengers and increases the brand loyalty and value. Similarly, poor wayfinding can lead to 
missed flights and a frustrating experience. (Diadem, n.d.)

Wayfinding as a system alone includes designing in a strategic manner to promote better user 
experience for brands. Wayfinding uses design to focus on effective orientation of points and 
landmarks, helps to declutter decision points and creates an opportunity for branding.(Peate, 
2018) (check pictures of this website -https://fabrikbrands.com/the-wonders-of-wayfinding-
design/)

(Newbery and Farnham, 2013) have defined design as “both a noun and a verb.” Design as 
a noun can be interpreted as “the idea or outcome of a process” whereas as a verb, design 
is the process of planning and implementing an idea. Hence,  businesses rely on design to 
ensure that their end result will meet customer expectations and create value (Newbery and 
Farnham, 2013).

According to the Service Design Network, service design is a “human-centered approach 
that focuses on customer experience” and prioritises the quality of service as a key aspect of 
success (Lockwood, 2009). Passengers are at the centre of the wayfinding service and their 
needs at each step should be understood by the airport. By gathering information about the 
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Map’ system are the technology-led methods being implemented to improve Heathrow’s 
wayfinding experience. Apart from the above, identification signs, informational signs, 
directional signs and regulatory signs, lighting and customer assistants assist in the wayfinding 
at Heathrow. The following images demonstrate the same. 

3.6 RESEARCH OPPORTUNITIES

The review of literature proves that wayfinding is a strong determinant of customer satisfaction 
at Heathrow airport. Passengers travelling through Heathrow speak different languages, 
have different cultures and disabilities. Wayfinding is a significant element of understanding 
passenger behaviour and meeting their expectations. The literature explains wayfinding about 
different terminals at Heathrow as well as Heathrow Terminal 3 (Coombes, 2018). There is not 
much research that explains the wayfinding at Heathrow Terminal 3 or the current strategies 
that the terminal has adapted. It is also important to note the gap in the inclusivity element 
in the wayfinding system at Heathrow Terminal 3. Thus, it is important for this research to be 
carried out in order to identify an inclusive wayfinding design strategy for Heathrow Terminal 
3.

self-service biometric boarding gates

3.4.2 Wayfinding technologies :
‘Positive Boarding’ through pioneering technology at Heathrow Terminal 1 and 3 :
Heathrow is the first ever airport to use the pioneering technology to improve its passenger 
experience and mainly ensure the punctuality of the departing flight. ‘Positive boarding’ helps 
in giving passengers more accurate information and reduces the airlines’ last minute check on 
the passengers or their bags. It helps to track at what departure stage the passenger is at, and 
gives them information to help them to make it to their flight on time. This system underpinning 
the technology is Passenger Authentication Scanning System (PASS). It starts before the 
security area where the passengers scan their boarding passes. This data is collected by the 
system to ensure the passenger enters the right terminal as well as determines their punctuality 
at the boarding gate. The passenger and airlines receive updates based on the information. 
This helps the passenger to have a smooth and well-informed journey at the airport. In the 
first week, 35,000 passengers used the technology during their departure journey. 44% 
passengers of Virgin Atlantic and Little Red flights could have delayed the departure, out of 
which 700 were updated by the automatic information display to start making their way to the 
departure gate to prevent missing the flight (Heathrow, 2013) (Lo, 2013).

Detailed Terminal Maps :
Heathrow has collaborated with Apple Maps to make terminal maps more detailed. Passengers 
can use the Apple maps with their IPhone or iPad which can help them navigate as well as find 
their areas of interest. The Apple Maps help to improve the digital experience of passengers 
by giving them the opportunity to plan their journey (Future Travel Experience, 2017). 

Aira Application :
Heathrow has collaborated with the Aira, a technology company in order to provide 
personalised assistance to visually impaired people. It allows the passengers to independently 
navigate through the airport. The application’s primary focus is to connect passengers to a 
trained agent who helps them find specific locations at the airport as well as providing them 
real time information.  More than one million people required special assistance at Heathrow 
in 2017 alone, and the number is rising by 8% every year. Heathrow has also launched an 
application called ‘SignLive’ that helps passengers connect to British sign language translators 
on request (Future Travel Experience, 2018).

Living Map System :
Heathrow’s maps lacked consistency, accessibility and legibility. They were also inaccurate. 
Thus, Applied Wayfinding were tasked with creating an efficient design that would help to 
eliminate passenger stress. Applied created a ‘Living Map’ system that geographically maps 
the entire airport, which includes the building routes and character. This map can be accessed 
through the website, through interactive maps on mobile phones and in the form of signs at 
the airport (Applied Wayfinding, n.d.).

3.5 EXISTING TOOLS TO IMPROVE THE WAYFINDING EXPERIENCE

At present, positive boarding system, detailed terminal maps, Aira application and the ‘Living 
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3.7 CASE STUDIES

WAYFINDING AT AIRPORTS

Narita International Airport Terminal 3, Tokyo

 

Tokyo’s Narita International Airport Terminal 3, was openeed in 2015 for low-cost carriers. 
The project was executed by Nikken Sekkei, Ryohin Keikaku, and creative lab Party.  It was 
completed much before the  Tokyo 2020 Olympics. Since it is a low cost airline terminal, the 
budget was half of the usual. Even then they were successful in creating a clever and minimal 
space that demonstrates witty and eye-catching design. 

The terminal design is a combination of an Olympic theme with an ingenious wayfinding 
system. It is unlike any other terminal in the sense that it does not have illuminated signage. It 
has clear wall signs that  comprise of large icons that have a simple design. The colour coded 
paths create an excitement amonst passengers and easily lead them throughout the terminal. 
Blue is chosen as the colour for the departure track “to express the color of the sky” and the 
earthy-red brown is chosen for arrival “to express the sense of relief.” The other symbols and 
signs are printed on the tracks itself which makes navigation very clear. (ArchDaily, 2015) 
(Hohenadel, 2015)

Summary : This case study indicates that wayfinding can be effcient without complicating the 
design process or involving the use of technology too. Colours are an important element of 
wayfinding and has been used as the main enabler at Narita International Airport, Terminal 
3.  Passengers can easily navigate through the airport by following the colours as well as the 
subtle signs on the walls as well as tracks. This wayfinding design also creates a sense of place 
for passengers.

Figure 3 (Narita International Airport 
Terminal 3, Tokyo, 2015)

Figure 5 (Pictogram, 2015) Figure 6 (Wayfinding, 2015)

Figure 4(Wayfinding at Narita International 
Airport Terminal 3, 2015)

Schiphol Airport, Amsterdam

In 1991, Mijksenaar set the new standard for wayfinding when they redesigned the signage for 
Amsterdamn Schipol Airport. The wayfinding system at Schipol comprises of maps, escape 
route signage, flight-information system and a spatial zoning advice. Schipol Airport is the 
ultimate example for airport signage  in the world and has got several prizes for it.

It is easy for a passenger from any country to recognise the signs and pictograms,since they 
have used international signage. According to Paul Mijksenaar, it is of utmost importance to 
consider the psychology of the passenger. The information signs are placed in a way that they 
face the passenger whereas advertisements are placed on the side so they do not obstruct 
the view of the information signs. Another principal of psychology is to separate signs. For the 
wayfinding signage at Schipol, Mijksenaar devised clear colour signs. For example, blue signs 
were for shops and restaurants, yellow for arrivals and departures and green for emergency 
exits.

Summary :
This case study highlights the important aspects of good signage i.e continuity which 
means  constantly repeating the information until the passenger has reached the destination, 
conspicuity which means that the signs should be eye catching, consistency which means the 
airport should stick to its terms and lastly clarity which means that the message should be 
communicated clearly (Mijksenaar, n.d.) (Mijksenaar.com, n.d.).

Figure 7(Wayfinding Schiphol, n.d.) Figure 8(Wayfinding at Schipol Airport, n.d.)

Figure 9 (Wayfinding at 
Schiphol, n.d.)

Figure 10 (Signage at Schipol airport, n.d.)
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2 Technology	
2.1 Wayfindr

Wayfindr is the world’s first Open Standard for audio based navigation and is a joint 
collaboration between ustwo, a global digital product studio and the Royal London Society 
for Blind People’s Youth Forum. They investiagted the challenge of how vision impaired 
people can independently travel in the London underground with the help of a smartphone. 

The open standard, based on in-depth user research is in the form of a digital navigation 
system that helps to create seamless and reliable experiences for vision impaired people 
across different locations and platforms. It is comprised of a prototype aapplication that uses 
BLE beacons to experiment and validate inputs from real users in real situations and real time.
It will encourage consistency to the experience that the vision impaired people have with 
dgital navigaion systems. It clearly states how distance should be communicated, what the 
audio clarity requirements should be, and what features will be recognised by the beacons.

A trial took place at Pimlico station in early 2015, in which audio directions  were given to 
vision impaired people through the smartphone application that interacted with the beacons 
that were placed throughout the station

The trial guides participants through Euston Tube station, giving audio directions from a 
prototype smartphone app that interacts with beacons installed throughout the station. LU 
commissioned the trial to find out if the system can work reliably across the Tube network 
and to test and refine Wayfindr’s standards for audio navigation. It builds on a pilot project at 
Pimlico station in early 2015, which led LU to invest in this full-scale demonstration at one of 
the busiest stations on the Tube network.  

Summary :
Wayfindr built confidence amongst the 43% of vision impaired people in the UK who 
expressed that they would like to leave their home more often (Ustwo.com, n.d.) (Rsbc.org.
uk, 2015), and Wayfindr gives them the ability to travel independently, have control over their 
journey and feel more like a Londoner.

A 3-D Museum Model for Interior Wayfinding

This is an example of an intricately cut paper used as a wayfinding tool for the Rijksmuseum 
museum. The museum has 100 rooms, with more than 8000 pieces of art. For visitors to be 
able to navigate efficiently, Dutch designer Marjin van Oosten created Paper Pathfinder , 
which is simple but still very functional. This map helps visitors look at the museum in three 
dimensions. This makes wayfinding less complicated. The pathfinder is easily foldable in a 
pocket or purse (Fastsigns, n.d.)

Figure 11(Wayfindr, 2015)

Figure 12(Wayfindr, 2016)
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4

Research Methodology
This section illustrates an overall research plan and gives a detailed 
explanation and justification for choosing the research methods

“The Chair, acting under delegated authority has agreed that there is no objection on ethical 
grounds to the proposed study.”
Professor Hua Zhao 
Chair of the College of Engineering, Design and Physical Sciences Research Ethics Committee 
Brunel University London 

A funnel approach was used to define the research problem. The aim was to understand 
the key challenges faced by passengers travelling through Heathrow Airport. Surveys and 
interviews were conducted with passengers to identify a specific aspect at Heathrow Airport 
that prevented a good experience. The analysis of the above two research methods led 
to narrowing down the research problem to : enhancing the wayfinding experience for 
passengers travelling through Heathrow Terminal 3.

Thus, the research seeks to identify challenges faced by passengers with regards to their 
wayfinding experience at Heathrow Terminal 3. An in-depth study was conducted to understand 
the current service system for wayfinding employed by Heathrow and the factors that affect a 
passenger’s wayfinding experience. The research focuses on all types of extreme passengers 
in order to make it an inclusive design solution. Design disciplines used to improve customer 
experience were looked into. 

Framework :
The research onion framework was developed by Saunders et al. (2007) and has been adapted 
to explain the research methodology. Starting from the outermost layer to the innermost 
layer, it gives a detailed description of the research process  (Saunders et al., 2007). The layers 
are philosophies, approaches, strategies, choices, time horizons and the innermost layer is 
techniques and procedures. Due to the limitations in the research, philosophies and time-
horizons have not been used.

DATA COLLECTION
AND ANALYSIS

Approach

Strategy

Choice

Technique and Procedure

MIXED METHOD

INDUCTIVE METHOD

LITERATURE REVIEW

CUSTOMER 
INTERVIEWS

CUSTOMER 
JOURNEY MAPS

WORKSHOP

CASE STUDIES

EXPERT INTERVIEWS QUESTIONNAIRE 
SURVEY

Diagram 1 Research Plan ; Adapted from the Research Onion (Saunders et al., 2007)
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4.3 RESEARCH PROCESS
The Double Diamond research process model has been adapted from the Design Council 
to explain the research process of this project. This model helps to understand how the 
exploration of a wide issue is narrowed down to then achieving the objectives to solve one 
specific problem. Different directions are explored (divergent thinking) to select one potential 
idea (convergent thinking) (Design Council, 2019).

The four phases are either characterised by convergent thinking or divergent thinking. They 
are explained as follows :

Discover 
In this phase, the researcher’s personal motivation guided her interest in the topic.  Thus, 
further research was done into this topic to understand the challenges passengers face at 
an airport. Surveys, qualitative interviews and market research resulted in understanding 
the bigger picture and created statistics that helped the researcher in formulating the key 
research question (Design Council, 2019).

Define
This phase encompasses a convergent thinking approach. The researcher undertakes 
primary and secondary research to get a preliminary idea of the solution. Understanding and 
alignment of the needs to research objectives is achieved in the ‘Define’ phase.

Develop
The researcher’s main focus in this stage was to start developing a design-led solution 
after identifying themes and opportunities. The researcher started developing prototypes, 
storyboards and mood-boards in this phase.

Deliver
In the last phase, the researcher developed a strategic design-led innovation strategy, which 
was followed by getting the strategy, prototype and storyboard assessed. This phase marks 
the completion of the research project. (A study of the design process, 2019)

The following illustration explains the methods and tools used to gather information.

4.1 RESEARCH APPROACH
An inductive approach was adopted in order to understand the current wayfinding service 
system at Heathrow Terminal 3. The research mainly focuses on understanding wayfinding at 
Heathrow, the factors that affect a passenger’s wayfinding experience and design strategies 
that can be employed to enhance the current situation. Therefore exploratory research was 
carried out to become familiar with the basic setting, facts and concerns (Choi, 2018). It also 
helped in gaining established as well as real-time information about the factors that hinder a 
passenger’s wayfinding experience.

4.2 RESEARCH STRATEGIES
This layer demonstrates the methods that will be undertaken by the researcher to achieve 
the research objectives. The secondary research methods such as literature review and case 
studies were employed to understand existing knowledge and data of different aspects of my 
research project. Primary research methods undertaken to gather  qualitative and quantitative 
data were surveys, semi-structured interviews, customer interviews, expert interviews and 
creative workshop.

Choices
Mixed methods were adopted in order to gather qualitative and quantitative data. According 
to researchers, a mixed methods research is the only way to be certain of your findings and 
interpretation(McKim, 2016). Quantitative data is important to understand the attitude and 
behaviours of the type of extreme passengers that travel through Heathrow Terminal 3. It 
helps the researcher to identify patterns and understand the areas of improvement. Whereas 
qualitative data is holistic and enables the researcher to gather rich and valid data (Choi, 
2018) about the design as well as other aspects that are significant to the research. 

Techniques and Procedures
Information for the research was collected through several sources such as books, journals, 
reports, websites and blogs. The purpose was to understanding the existing information and 
data, and compare it with the real time information in order to identify a theme or pattern. 
Archetypes, empathy maps and customer journey will be created in order to understand the 
problem in more detail.
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4.4 RESEARCH METHODS
Research methods explain. “how” one can create and work with tools to develop a solution. A 
mix of methods should always be considered since each research methods its potential bias 
(Stickdorn et al., 2018). 

SECONDARY RESEARCH
The researcher conducted secondary research through literature review and case studies to 
gain an in-depth understanding of the existing theories.

Literature Review
A literature review is a critical and in-depth evaluation of existing research (Choi, 2018). 
It helps the researcher formulate a comprehensive and unambiguous understanding of the 
current research, compare it to different research theories and identify gaps in the current 
research. This will enable the researcher to plan future research and propose new directions to 
unresolved issues (Imel, 2011 cited in Turner, 2018). It seeks to identify a relationship between 
ideas and theories and understand its practical implications (Efrat Efron and Ravid, 2018). 

Case Studies
A case study can be defined as a detailed investigation of a phenomenon in its real-life 
context.  Case studies help to understand how or why something happened (Thomas, 
2011and Yin, 2003 cited in Karlsson, 2016). It gives the researcher an opportunity to gain an 
in-depth understanding of one aspect of a problem within a limited time frame (Bell, 1999 
in Choi, 2018). Case studies are being considered as a secondary source of data collection 
for this research project. Case studies are based on the best wayfinding at airports, in other 
environments and the role of technology in wayfinding.

PRIMARY RESEARCH
Primary research is a qualitative source of information that was conducted during almost
all phases of the research process. Although it is time-consuming, it provided the researcher 
with valuable and practical insights into the research problem. It is a vital source of information 
as it gives first-hand and current information relating to the topic area. The researcher has 
used qualitative as well as quantitative sources of primary research. To achieve the research 
objectives within the given time period, the following methods of primary research have been 
used to gather information :
	 1.	 Online Questionnaire
	 2.	 Customer Interviews
	 3.	 Expert Interviews 
	 4.	 Customer Journey Maps
	 5.	 Archetypes
	 6.	 Workshop

Online Questionnaire
A questionnaire survey is an accurate and flexible approach for gathering data in a short 
period of time from people all across the globe. An online questionnaire survey consisting 
of 19 questions was carried out during the ‘Discover phase’. It was shared via several social 
media sites such as WhatsApp, Facebook and LinkedIn. The purpose of the survey was to 
gain an in-depth understanding of a passenger’s pain points during their customer journey 

Diagram  2 The Research process (Adapted from Design Council’s Double 
Diamond, 2015)
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Workshop
12 people between the age of 23-31 were chosen to participate in the workshop. The aim 
was to understand their wayfinding experience at Heathrow Airport. Thus, the workshop was 
divided into three activities. It was based on extreme archetypes that were designed by the 
researcher. The first one was about understanding the behaviour and attitudes of the extreme 
archetypes through empathy maps. The second activity required the participants to use the 
empathy maps in order to create a customer journey map, where the main focus had to be 
their wayfinding experience at Heathrow Terminal 3. The idea for the last activity was adapted 
from Disney’s creative thinking technique. This technique involves exploring a situation using 
three perceptual positions i.e the dreamer, the realist and the critic (Michalko, 2011). This 
helped to narrow down the most feasible and efficient ideas for the research project.

Customer Journey Mapping
Customer journey mapping is considered the most recognised tool for improving service 
experience. A journey map is a tool that helps to understand the overall experience of a 
customer with a product or service. They make intangible experiences visible and facilitate 
a common understanding between team members (Stickdorn et al., 2018). It helps to focus 
on one aspect of the service. For this research project, two customer journey maps were 
prepared. The first one is an overall journey experience map, to identify the pain points of 
the passenger, and the second one is a customer journey map that focuses on the wayfinding 
experience of the passenger.

Archetypes
Archetypes are inspired by actual customer segmentation. They are a description of the 
different kinds of attitude and behaviours that passengers travelling through the airport 
have. Archetypes were created during the initial phase of the research to gain a better 
understanding of a passenger’s specific behaviour in a given context. It helps to focus on more 
nuanced scenarios. This tool was a vital starting point and helped in guiding the research. It 
was used as a base for customer segments in the workshop as well (Behavioural Archetypes, 
n.d.) (Putnam, 2019).

while travelling through Heathrow Airport. 135 responses were recorded from people from all 
around the world who have travelled via Heathrow in the past 2 years. The researcher stated 
the time period in order to collect current information. The survey helped to understand the 
aspects at Heathrow Airport where majority of passengers faced the highest problem. Thus, 
this helped me narrow my research area and formulate the research problem statement.

Customer Interviews
Customer interviews were conducted at the initial phase of the research project. The main 
purpose was to identify the the behaviour, experience and pain points of a customer when 
they are travelling through Heathrow Airport. Based on segments created by the researcher, 
customers from various age groups and disciplines were chosen to participate in the interview. 
These interviewees were asked to share their  departure as well as arrivals experience through 
Heathrow Airport. These interviews contributed in the making of the overall customer journey 
map.

Expert Interviews
A qualitative research tool that enabled the researcher to gain professional insights about the 
current customer experience at airports, customer expectations, trends and services. Semi-
structured interviews were a vital part for this research, especially because more than half of 
the open-ended questions had follow-up queries. Questions  and checklists were planned 
beforehand in order to understand the expert’s perception and allow further discussion. At 
almost every phase of the research process experts were interviewed and their experience 
and insights were of significant value to the research project. The following is a list of the 
experts interviewed with their professional title.

						      Diagram 3 Experts
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5

Findings and Analysis
This section objectively presents the critical analysis of the data 
collected.

5.1 SECONDARY RESEARCH

Literature Review

Psychology of Wayfinding

Figure 13 : Psychology of wayfinding

A cyclical model has been illustrated to gain an understanding of the psychology of wayfinding.
Based on perception and mental models, a person looks for information. A decision is then 
made based on memory of the route. Most often, people make biased decisions and as 
for  wayfinding, people perceive that what they see is all there is, which leads to people not 
recognising information. For wayfinding to work, a person relies on their senses, what they 
hear, see or smell. Important elements of wayfinding are colour, landmark, nodes, lighting, 
space, paths and crowds. A person’s brain is on a constant run to find information, register the 
environment that they are in, and plan their journey. It is a highly complex process and puts 
cognitive load on our brain. A person’s existing knowledge helps to recall the landmark and 
routes. According to Kevin Lynch, people form a picturer in their mind of different spaces. 
(Girling, 2016)

While wayfinding, a person adapts to various strategies. These include educated navigation, 
track following, map reading and social navigation. A combination of these strategies is the 
most common approach to wayfinding. (Girling, 2016)

Customer experience 
Customer experience is one of the main drivers of loyalty. Forrester states that 56% consumers 
are open to new experences whereas that number was at 39% 10 years ago. It costs a brand 
500% to attract a new customer. It’s more expensive to attract a customer than retain one 
(Forrester, 2019)
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5.2 PRIMARY RESEARCH
	
5.2.1 Online Questionnaire

Diagram 2 Online survey results

The purpose of the survey was to understand the passenger’s experience while travelling 
through Heathrow Airport and identifying the main areas of improvement. The survey 
has mostly been filled by students, employed and self employed individuals. The results 
demonstrate that participants value efficiency, information and signage and directions the 
most at Heathrow Airport. Participants said that security queueing and wayfinding were not 
upto their expectations. Participants were fairly satisfied with the information and signage 
at arrivals and onward travel at Heathrow Airport. Participants also expressed their need for 
more friendly and informative staff at the airport,improvement in immigration queues, and 
clear signage.

Key insights
 All passengers require utmost efficiency during their journey at Heathrow. Having the right 
information and clear signage and directions gives the passengers control over their journey.  
Security queues are a process at the airport that people despite the most. What they really 
want is to get through security without having to wait in a long queue, or without having to 
remove their belongings. Similarly,wayfinding is a critical element at the airport.It is what 
helps passengers navigate their way through the airport. People want efficiency in wayfinding, 
so that they can travel independently, without getting lost. They desire wayfinding to be as 
simple and straightforward as possible. Complicated designs and architecture in a complex 

environment like Heathrow will just cause more stress to the passenger.  Hence, the survey 
helped the researcher understand narrow down to the  areas of improvement in terms of 
passenger experience i.e security and wayfinding. Passengers at departure want utmost 
efficiency in their journey at departures and an efficient wayfinding system will help them to 
gain control over their journey. 

5.2.2 Open-ended customer interviews
The open-ended customer interviews were conducted after the survey. The purpose was 
to have a more detailed understanding of the specific aspects that lead to a bad customer 
experience. It also helped understand the behaviour of the passengers at each stage. 13 
people between the age group of 22 to 55 were chosen to be interviewed. They had different 
background and cultures. 

Key findings :
Having an in-depth interview with participants who have travelled via Heathrow Airport 
helped the researcher understand identify different customer segments who travel through 
the airport. Personas were created based on the customer interviews. It helped the researcher 
understand the touchpoints, emotional journey, and pain points of a passenger travelling 
through Heathrow. The following diagrams show the different customer segments and their 
journey at Heathrow Airport.

Online Survey (136 responses)

Age distribution

Most valuable aspect of airport experience

“Improvement in parking area” “Increase efficiency”

“Clear signs indicating direction to the gate” “Immigration queues”

“More staff on airport landside”“More friendly staff”

“Being more informative” “More entertainment and facilities”

How can Heathrow enhance your experience?

Satisfaction with signage and information at arrivals

Lowest quality of service at Heathrow

respondents said respondents said respondents said

Frequency of travel OccupationGender

18-24

25-39

40-54

55-73

41.9%

27.9%

18.4%

49.3%

64
efficiency information signage &

directions

security 
queues

wayfinding
62 60

were satisfied
73.5%

were dissatisfied
20.6%

25.7%
1-2

3-5

77.9% Student

Employed

Self-employed
18.4%

16.2%

8.1%

47.8%

51.5%

Information about onward travel at Heathrow

were fairly satisfied
72.8%

were extremely satisfied
19.1%
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Key insights:
Personas and the customer journey maps are a great tool to gain an empathetic understanding 
of the customers as well as identifying areas of improvement. After analysing the customer 
journey based on each persona, the researcher narrowed down to the areas where the 
passengers felt most frustrated, confused or angry. The customer segments somewhat had 
a similar journey. They felt frustrated at the security check-in because of the queues and 
the amount of belongings they had to remove. This establishes the fact that no passenger 
is fond of going through security and most of them feel frustrated. Airports are a complex 
environment and planning their journey at the airport is a top priority for the passengers. 
Through the interview, the researcher analysed that even though the customers had been 
to Heathrow a couple of times earlier, they did not feel confident during their journey. Some 
participants were not very well-versed with the English language and thus the clustering of 
signs at the airport not only increased their stress level, but also caused confusion in the 
passenger’s mind.Taking into consideration the pain points of the personas, the researcher 
came to a conclusion to narrow down the research area to wayfinding at the departure area. 
The survey proved that wayfinding at arrivals and onward travel was not a big hassle, and 
wayfinding is a significant element at the departure area, which will help the passenger gain 
control his their journey.

5.2.3 Expert interviews
Eight experts were interviewed during the course of the research project. The purpose of 
conducting expert interviews is to gain first-hand insights from people who have worked on 
a similar project, or have expertise in the major aspects of this research project. The experts 
comprise of service designers, wayfinding designers and innovation experts. 

                    	          Aleksei Salles
		           Service and Experience Designer, 
		           Livework Studio, Brazil
		           Skype call interview

Aleksei Salles was chosen as an expert as he has good experience in innovation projects 
that use design as the main aspect to deliver better experiences to users. The interview 
was conducted during the initial stage of the project, when the researcher was gathering 
information to gain a broad understanding of passenger experience at Heathrow.

Key Findings : 
 A bad customer experience can impact business results. This has been followed and proven 
by several industries. Experiences are everything for a brand, and if delivered correctly it will 
result in an increase in brand loyalty. Passengers seek personalisation of experiences.

		           Martta Oliveira
		           Consultant
		           Engine Service Design, London
		           Face-to-face interview

Martta Oliveira has several years of experience as a service designer and has been involved 
in projects about improving customer experience at airports. She is an expert at developing 
customer experience strategies and thus she was interviewed to gain insights about the same.
The interview was conducted when the researcher had narrowed down the scope of study.

Key Findings : 
Research design underpins the ability to develop and deliver efficient and effective solutions.   
While doing research design, it is important to understand the context of the  customer as well 
as the context of the employees delivering it. It is becoming complex to offer an experience 
to customers that sits exactly at the point you want it to. Therefore, it is important for a brand 
to be delibrate about creating great customer experiences. A design audit helps to analyse 
elements that come through a journey. It creates a holistic understanding of everything 
surrounding the experience. Benchmarking study serves the purpose of an inspiration 
report when conducting a research project. Archetypes and as-is customer journey maps are 
important to understand the attitude and behaviour of the customers.
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		           Elisa Facondo		  
		           Service Designer
		           Hellon, London   
		           Phone call interview 

Elisa Facondo ia a service designer, who has worked on projects that involve improving 
customer experience at airports. Elisa was interviewed when the researcher was making a 
decision of what area to narrow down the research to.

Key Findings : 
It is important to gather first hand information i.e information from customers. It will help 
to narrow down to a terminal that is facing challenges at the moment. Assumptions from 
literature should be validated by customers.

		           Megan Rowlands		   
		           Innovation Catalyst
		           Heathrow Airport, London
		           Face-to-face interview 

Megan Rowlands was interviewed as she is the Innovation catalyst at Heathrow Airport. Her 
role is to identify innovation opportunites to re-imagine the airport of the future.

Key Findings : 
There are several stakeholders  involved at an airport, thus they are constantly involved in the 
decision making process of the airport. Wayfinding at Heathrow Airport has more scope of 
improvement. Technology enables efficiency of operations reduces wait time. 

		           Claire Goodall	  
		           Innovation Hub Senior Manager		          
	   	          Heathrow Airport, London 
		           Face-to-face interview

Claire Goodall is responsible for bringing innovation process and expertise to  Heathrow 
Airport.

Key Findings : 
Innovation helps a brand to stay ahead with the moving times and helps brands evolve in 
the way they operate. Different innovation teams at Heathrow strive to innovate in different 

aspects of the airport, for example sustanability, business viability, feasibility, amongst others. 
Design thinking principles are used by Heathrow to understand the problem, challenge and 
opportunity.

		           Sarah Owen	  
		           Senior Wayfinding Designer
		           Pascall+Watson, London   
		            Face-to-face interview

Sarah Owen has worked on multiple wayfinding projects, including Heathrow Airport. 

Key Findings : 
A successful wayfinding design system is one that is simple. Digital technology may be a great 
solution to wayfinding, but the target group does not involve all the passengers travelling 
through the airport, which is a big concern. 

		           Tim Fendley	  
		           Partner and Creative Director
		           Applied Wayfinding, London 
		           Face-to-face interview

Tim Fendley is an information designer and entrepreneur who specialises in information, 
wayfinding and design.

Key Findings : 
The challenge of wayfinding is to make all the different systems and processes feel lke one 
journey. Airports need to incorporate universal design in their wayfinding, which has to be 
incporated through their signage and language. What might mean arrivals in one country 
might have a different meaning to someone from another country. Digital technology is used 
to enhance an experience, not be fully controlled by it. Wayfinding should use a system of 
coding and progressive disclosure just like the London Underground. Consistency is another 
important element of a good wayfinding system.

		           Erik Roscam Abbing	 
		           Director of Innovation
		           Livework Studio, Amsterdam   
		           Skype call interview 

Erik Roscam Abbing incorporates service design to build inclusive services that make the 
world a better place. 
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Key Findings : 
Service design enables the human touch, empathy and understanding of human behaviour, 
psychology and human emotions. This serves as a powerful basis for innovation. Digital 
technology is a layer that makes wayfinding simpler, and it helps to customise needs to reality 
However, most companies are really focused on digital, but the process has to start with 
gaining empathy of the customers and understanding them instead of creating a full-fledged 
digital solution. Everybody wants personalisation, but the challenge is about getting it right.

Key Insights from expert interviews:
Customers are willing to pay more for experience. Customers’ expect positive and memorable 
experiences, especially at airports. Knowing that the airport is a stress environment, the 
customer expects that the airport will undertake all activities to ensure that the customer 
does not face any challenge or difficulty at the airport. The perception of the problem needs 
to be sovled. What could seem like a challenge to the passenger might not be perceived in 
the same manner by the airports. 

Customer experience is a company’s brand. If you have a terrbile experience, it is the brand 
you are going to have in mind for the company. Pain points in an experience are driven by 
the gap in the promise made to the customers of the experience and the actual experience.
Expectation management is an important component of cusomer experience at airports.  
Design helps to evoke emotions and create great experiences for services. Design thinking 
helps to understand what the situation is, at the moment and helps to identify a gap. 
Benchmarking studies help to understand what is going on in the world that is influencing the 
customer expectations. This enables one to push their thinking.  While personas demonstrate 
the demographic information of a person, archetypes help to understand atttitudes and 
behaviours, which is a more important factor to consider while developing an experience 
design strategy for customers. 
The several stakeholders at an airport influence its operations and working. The airport has 
to align to demands of big airlines like British Airways and Virgin Atlantic. Even though the 
airlines have the capability to speed up the departure process, the airport has a different 
opinon. The main motive of an airport is to make passengers spend money and thus they 
want people to while their time away. 

Heathrow is working towards improving wayfinding and see more potential for the same. 
Wayfinding creates reliability and control over the journey. Heathrow puts service design a 
the heart of its operations and the customers at the centre of everything they do. Innovation 
is everything to a brand like Heathrow. It’s one thing to provide facilities. Its another to make 
it an experience.

Innovation embraces one to acknowledge different aspects. It has a different meaning to 
different parts of the airport. Innovation brings together business strategy, consumer need, 
technical viability and feasibility to deliver an experience that is valuable. It’s very much about 
relationships between organisation and customers, and how those relationships foster a new 
kind of value.

Wayfinding information should be given as a piecemeal to the passengers, progressively and 
slowly. Airports nowadays are pushing towards dgital technology. When wayfinding works, 

nobody notices it, because its seamless.Organisational connectivity is an important element 
of wayfinding. Passengers from all over the world travel through Heathrow. Pictograms should 
be universally understood so that there is no confusion amongst the passengers. The London 
Underground is a complex system as well, but with the help of colour and coding it makes the 
navigation easy for even a stranger.

A design-led innovation approach is a good way to gain an in-depth understanding of 
the problems and understand very fundamentally what you’re working on. It helps you to 
strategize much more, to use innovation as a discovery tool and to understand what your 
business is about, and what you want it to be. It’s interesting to start by prototyping a solution 
from a human, tangible physical experience perspective, and then see what could be done 
by adding a digital layer to enhance that.
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5.2.4 Workshop

The workshop had 12 participants, the age range being 23-31. Through the workshop, 
the researcher aimed to gain an in-depth understanding of the wayfinding experience of 
passengers at Heathrow Airport. 

The researcher created five archetypes based on primary and secondary information. 
Archetypes are different from personas. 

They demonstrate the attitude and behaviour of the different types of passengers travelling 
through Heathrow. For wayfinding, it is important to know what the passenger is thinking 
and feeling rather than ascertaining their demographic information.It helps to focus on more 
nuanced scenarios. These archetypes were the basis of the activities that took place in the 
workshop.

 

Figure : Extreme archetypes

Key Findings:
Empathy maps helped to understand the behaviour and attitudes of the above archetypes. 
Solution seekers like being in control of their journey and feel anxious due to the uncertainty of 
the journey. Situational stressers, as the name suggests stress about everything around them. 
In a complex environment like Heathrow,not having reliability of their journey can increase 
their stress. Escape artists travel via the airport often and thus know the general layout of 
the airport. He feels more secured than the rest of the passengers. His only concern is being 

updated about the changes in the environment and a quiet place to work at. Special travellers 
are already facing some difficulties due to their disability. Thus, they expect wayfinding to be 
a simple and smooth journey instead of having to go to the airport personnel at every step 
of the way.The following diagram shows a summary of what the archetypes feel, think, do 
and say. It also demonstrates their pain points as well as gains i.e what do they hope their 
wayfinding experience to look like.

Figure : Empathy maps

Customer journey maps helped to understand the activities, touchpoint channels, emotions 
and pain points. They are based on the five archetypes and are shown as follows :

The idea for the last activity was adapted from Disney’s creative thinking technique. This 
technique involves exploring a situation using three perceptual positions i.e the dreamer, the 
realist and the critic. This helped to narrow down the most feasible and efficient ideas for the 
research project.
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Key insights :
All the information was gathered by workshop participants. The researcher analysed all 
archetypes individually and came up with the certain insights. Passengers feel stressed even 
before they have left for the airport. Their first impression of wayfinding at the airport is 
probably the parking space. Unclear directions and signage at the parking space already 
creates stress amongst the passengers. Clarity of the check-in counter number would help 
passengers  notice the counter from a distance. Also, due to the vast number of people at 
an airport, sometimes the counter number is not so visible. People with disabilties find it 
particularly challenging to navigate through the airport. By stating people with disabilities, 
the researcher also refers to a father handling his three children as well as the luggage. It does 
not include people with physical disabilities. Some disabilities are not visible. At security, 
some passengers who are uncertain about what to do will follow what the other passengers 
are doing. Incorporating universal design may help cater to all kinds of passengers. 
Clustering of information is another reason why passengers might miss some instructions. 
Wayfinding is supposed to calm a passenger and help him navigate through a space easily. 
Instead, passengers are stressing more. Some are unable to find the toilets, some cannot find 
restaurants or cafes. This shows that airport wayfinding should be consistent as the passenger 
cannot register too much information at once. For passengers who are unfamiliar with the 
language can be a whole other challenge. Thus, pictograms have to be very clear and concise, 
since Heathrow does not have their signage written in any other language except for English.
Getting to the gate on time is of utmost importance to the passengers as they do not want 
to miss their flight.  With the chaotic airport environment, passengers may tend to not hear 
the announcements or they might get busy at retail stores or restaurants. By reminding the 
passengers of their gate and flight time, or informing them of the delay in the flight can help 
the passenger plan their journey and time at the airport. 

The last activity adapted Walt Disney’s creative strategy wherein the participants followed 
three steps 

 
Fig 13(Disney, n.d.)

The creative strategy was implemented by the participants. This strategy is comprised of three 
steps which require different approaches, each of which helps to switch the thinking. 
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1. The Dreamer
 The first step is to understand the purpose of solving the problem, the possibilities of what 
the solution might look like. The ideas that come out during this stage can be full of passion 
and excitement. It helped the participants think from a very broad perspective and enabled 
them to communicate their dream without any restrictions.

2. The Realist
In this step, the partcipants thought in a more logical manner which helped them narrow 
down to wayfinding design ideas that may be feasible in the short run or long run, but it’s not 
impossible to achieve. The maginary ideas then turned into a plan. 

3. The Critic
In this step, the participants identified the risks of executing a particular idea and constructively 
criticised it. This step helped to identify the most weak points and thereby shortlisting the 
most feasible ideas.This helped the researcher reach a conclusion (Elmansy, 2015)
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6

Discussion
This section is about making 
sense of the results. It helps the 
researcher to explain the insights and 
understanding of the topic

6.1 How can wayfinding make an airport experience seamless and what are the areas 
of improvement for Heathrow?

Service design tools such as personas were designed to understand the customer segments 
travelling through Heathrow. The initial customer journey map led to understanding that 
wayfinding and security queueing were major pain points of a customer’s journey at the 
airport. In-depth customer interviews were carried out to gain an understanding of the 
passenger experience as a whole. By talking to customers from different age groups and 
countries gave the researcher several insights into the problem.As mentioned above, while 
these interviews were being conducted, the researcher was still in the initial phase of the 
project, but yet a pattern was observed by the researcher from the very start. The customers 
expressed their opinion that as soon as they entered the airport, it felt like they were thrown 
into a cluster environment and they got lost there itself. Another interview with an old man 
gave the researcher an insight into a wayfinding problem. Even though the man had been to 
Heathrow several times before, he still tend to go the wrong way at the airport. The researcher 
then looked into this aspect in more detail, which helped her understand that wayfinding 
is a psychological ability. The cohesion of all elements of wayfinding at the airport is very 
important. The  literature review agreed with this statement as well.

This led to the researcher conducting an in-depth study of what wayfinding is and its importance 
at an airport like Heathrow.  There is not much literature that mentions about wayfinding at 
Heathrow Airport, or even customer experience at Heathrow. Since Heathrow has 4 terminals 
at present, and all of them are different from each other, the researcher had to narrow down 
to one terminal. This decision was made by analysing case studies, talking to customers 
about which terminal do they face most problem navigating. Some expert interviews also 
highlighted the fact that Heathrow 2 and 5 has just been done, and therefore the more old 
terminals should be targeted. More research led to narrowing down to Heathrow Terminal 
3 since it mostly has long haul flights and has passengers coming in from all over the world.

Through the literature review and customer interviews, the researcher realised the growing 
need and expectation of personalisation and customisation within their journey. Literature 
review too, suggested the implementation of technology to improve services and customer 
experiences. The researcher analysed the service design expert interviews and wayfinding 
expert interviews after conducting them and they had a different opinion as compared to 
the literature review, case studies and customer interviews. The analysis of the interviews 
demonstrate that technology should merely be an enabler of improving customer experience, 
instead of it being the main element considered to improve the customer experience. This 
is because when one is designing digital based solutions, they are not catering  to the entire 
population. Airports have all kinds of passengers travelling through. Some may be tech  
savvy,but there are passengers such as old people,blind or vision impaired people,people 
with other disabilities, people who are not digital natives and so on. That amounts to a vast 
number of people being excluded from the problem. This is where inclusive design plays a 
role.

The literature review, interviews and survey emphasized on the efficiency element at the 
airport. Efficiency can only be obtained when the passenger has control over the journey at 
the  airport, and that can only happen when the wayfinding experience is seamless.
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For wayfinding to be a seamless experience, the customers need to first understand that 
signs are not the only form of wayfinding that exists. Wayfinding is about the spatial layout of 
the airport, lighting, colours and signs. Space itself alone can help you navigate. 

Although the wayfinding at Heathrow does not emphasise elements except for signage for 
wayfinding.From the primary and secondary research, the researcher has understood that 
good wayfinding need not be loud, or its designs should not be fancy and complicated. 
Instead good wayfinding design is simple. Since there are already so many processes, and 
stakeholders present at Heathrow, the environment automatically becomes so complex. In 
order to improve the situation, the researcher looked into different elements of wayfinding 
and how they complement each other. Some key considerations for signage are the placement 
of the signage, its legibility, its meaning in other countries. If the natural lighting does not fall 
well on the signage and if the signage is in the corner, one might not even notice it. 

6.2 Role of inclusive design (opportunities)
Since there is a clear research gap for inclusive design, this research seeks to take the 
opportunity to understand what factors of wayfinding at the airport are a challenge to the 
customer and what can be done to solve the problem. Since inclusive design is based 
on understanding the real needs of the users, that is precisely what the researcher did. A 
workshop was conducted in order to make sense of the established information and create 
new insights.Market segmentation was carried out to establish a clear classification of the 
type of passengers travelling through Heathrow and understanding the probabe disabilities 
that some might have.Archetypes were created to establish the five types of behavioural 
people that exist and travel through the airport. It has been explained in findings. When the 
researcher was constantly prototyping, she used archetypes to test her solution.If it would 
work for all archetypes, means the design was successful. Once the researcher understood 
the requirements and pain points of the passengers at Heathrow, the researcher started 
developing a strategy. The next part of this section explains how the researcher constantly 
evaluated her strategy. The above processes and attributes are used when conducting an 
inclusive design project.

6.3 Design directions
Due to the constraint in time, the researcher has not been able to develop a design solution. 
Nevertheless, the researcher has created an inclusive design strategy. The process of how 
and why the researcher chose the particular elements for the strategy is explained as follows. 
The researcher has adapted Walt Disney’s creative thinking strategy. The strategy has three 
steps :

1. The Dreamer : During the workshop, the partipants created the wayfinding customer journey 
map and were made to think of the most absurd ideas as   the solution for the wayfinding 
problem. The researcher was actively analysing why the participants are doing what they 
are doing. This means that trying to understand the needs directly from the passengers and 
understanding the reason for it  was a validation in itself. The ideas that the participants came 
up with at this stage were : headset wayfinding,   virtual planning journey,robot assistants, 
interactive floor signage system, wayfinding user guidance map, tracking application for 

watch, press button assistance, sound and audio navigation guide, colour coding, luminent 
floors, personalisation through technology, colourful paths, relevant information, visual 
communication screens, fancy lights on screens to grab attention, airport personnel wearing 
uniforms so   its easier to identify in case of a problem, multi-language wayfinding system, 
more space design than signage design.

Moving on to the next step of the strategy which is :
2. The Realist :
In this stage, the participants were made to understand that if the above ideas were to be 
implemented, which ones do they think would be feasible and easy to implement in the next 
few years. This step helped the researcher analyse the essence of each idea. The ideas that 
made  their way to the next step were :sound and audio navigation guide, colour coding, 
luminent floors, personalisation through technology, colourful paths, relevant information, 
visual communication screens, fancy lights on screens to grab attention, airport personnel 
wearing uniforms so   its easier to identify in case of a problem, multi-language wayfinding 
system, more space design than signage design.

The last step of the strategy is :
3. The Critic:
As the name suggests, the critic looks at every idea with as much as detail as possible. The 
last stage was completed by the researcher. This is because the researcher had a better 
understanding of the problem, and could look at the ideas from a more holistic approach. 
The researcher already had an in-depth understanding of the problem and its feasibility and 
thus ideas were shortlisted by the researcher and the strategy was developed keeping those 
ideas in mind.
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7

Recommendations
This section explains the strategic solution for the 
problem 

7.1 STRATEGY

Inclusive design wayfinding strategy

This report established that for wayfinding to be successful in an airport context, a human 
centered and inclusive deisgn approach needs to be undertaken. Designing a wayfinding 
system at an airport requires resources and time. To make this feasible, a design strategy 
has been developed. It takes into account all factors that play a crucial role in a successful 
wayfinding design. These factors help to gain a holistic understanding of the situation. 

The purpose of the report at this stage is to raise awareness of the factors that contribute to 
improving or enhancing a wayfinding system.They are practical approaches that Heathrow 
can consider during the inital stage of wayfinding design. It has specifically been designed 
for Heathrow Terminal 3. It is designed in a manner that it fits the goals, customer segments 
and systems of Heathrow  Terminal 3.. Each component of the strategy is explained as follows 

1. Passenger experience
Personalisation
Passengers are seeking personalised experiences and customising wayfinding can be a boon 
for a  passenger. This could be done through using technology which would provide the 
passengers will real time updates. This technology could be in the form of an application that 
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is customised as per your navigation pattern. The application would comprise of all elements 
a passenger is in contact with, from the time he has booked the flight until his boards the 
flight. It is similar to a website, but is customisable as per your needs and requirements. Since 
the application keeps track of your activities, and has noticed that you take public transport 
to the airport. Instead of you having to check the route and then decide what time you want 
to leave for the airport, the application sends you a notifiication. It tells you what is the fastest 
mode of public transport on that day, and at that time. The application informs the passenger 
of weather conditions in the destination country so that you have all necessary items. At 
the airport, the application can notify you about offers at retail stores and restaurants at the 
terminal. Another key feature of the application would be to send you a message reminding 
you of the time your departure gate opens, so you can plan your journey accordingly. Hence, 
this adds a personalised layer to a passenger’s experience, and makes it a memorable one.

Inclusive Space -
Creating spaces that are accessible by all passengers travelling through Heathrow will 
help in creating a positive impact on customer experience. Inclusive design is significant in 
a space such as an airport because all types of passengers travel through the airport and 
they should not feel out of place. Therefore, Heathrow needs to look at every aspect that 
influences accessiibility. Airports are already implementing inclusive design approaches to 
certain aspects of the wayfinding process so that all passengers can feel welcome in the 
environment. If all passengers feel that the space and environment is intuitive, means it 
matches the inclusive design approaches.

2 Architecture elements

Placemaking
Placemaking involves enhancing the features of the airport. Airports don’t necessarily have to 
just be an informative environment. Placemaking is also an important element for wayfinding.
There are nodes that lead the way for the passenger. Adding features and landmark creation 
at airports will not only enhance the look and feel of the airport but it will also prove to be an 
excellent tool for wayfinding. It will add the seamlessness element in a passenger’s wayfinding 
experience at Heathrow. It will also add a sense of calmness and sense of place. Passengers 
will automatically walk through that space instead of struggling to find signs or interpret 
it. Wayfinding is more than signage. Space is an important element of wayfinding and can 
reduce the anxiety of the passengers.

Luminent floors
Adding lights on the floor of the airport building can also enable wayfinding. Different lights 
can be used to recognise different spaces at the airport. It does not necessarily have to be 
monotonous in nature. Subtle lights on the floor can make a difference to a passenger’s mood 
and can also help the passenger navigate through the airport. 

Signs on floors
Millenials as well as the rest of the population is glued to their phone most of the time. It does 
not matter whether they are alone or in a room full of people. Keeping that in mind, placing 
signs on the floor is a good idea to gain a passenger’s attention. In this manner, the passenger  

is in his usual zone and the signs also serve the purpose of helping the passengers reach their 
desired destination at the airport. Also, by placing few signs on the floor will  avoid a cluster of 
signs. The trick is to understand the customer’s  behaviour and design solutions accordingly.

Responsive structure
Responsive structure is similar to placemaking. Although airport buildings are static structures, 
they should be responsive and should interconnect with its passengers. The components of 
an airport building and its wayfinding should seem like one coherent design. For example, 
at the moment Heathrow Airport Terminal 3 is an old building and separate parts have been 
worked on at different times. Even though some wayfinding elements might be strategically 
designed, the non-coordination leads to bad wayfinding. Thus, it is important to consider all 
elements  of wayfinding together while creating a responsive structure.

3 Functional signage design

Universal signs
Passengers from different countries, who speak different languages and have different cultures 
travel through Heathrow Airport. Ensuring that the wayfinding signage works for all of them is 
of utmost importance. The airport does not want to only serve a part of the population. Thus, 
universal signs should be implemented in the wayfinding signage at Heathrow Terminal 3. 
Language can be another barrier and thus to overcome that problem, pictograms and signs 
should be universal in nature. In environments like airports, by default universal signs should 
be adapted.

Consistency
The amount of information, processes and signs at the airport are too much to process for the 
customer. Consistency of signs is key to a good wayfinding. Passengers cannot register a sign 
if it is only shown once. Consistency in signs will help the passengers at Heathrow Terminal 3 
to get to their desired location at the airport. Passengers at airports comprise of old people, 
children and less-abled people too. For them specifically, consistency of signs is significant.  
It will enable dissemination of information and will clearly communicate vital information 
during a passenger’s journey at Heathrow Terminal 3.

Visual communication screens
A picture speaks a thousand words. Visual communication screens already exist at Heathrow 
Terminal 3 but it is barely legible. Using bigger and clearer fonts will help to communicate 
information to all passengers. Also, placement of the visual communication screens is 
important. Often, the screens are placed at such a height that passengers can barely read the 
information and resort to other means.

Large scale graphics
The goal of graphics at the airport are to be clear, visible from a distance and relevant. The gate 
numbers at Heathrow Terminal 3 are not so prominent from afar, neither are the signs for toilets, 
restaurants or retail stores. These are important aspects at an airport. By just designing them 
well and strategically placing them does not mean the information has been communicated 
correctly to the customer. By using large scale graphics, even vison impaired people or old 
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people will be able to spot the signs, let alone the other passengers. In this manner, it will 
be easy for all passengers to independently navigate their way through the airport and not 
get lost. These graphics are key contributors of the visual wayfinding at airports. It should  be 
designed in a way that does not overwhelm the passengers. Design and strategy need to go 
hand in hand. Strategic use of colour will help to reduce visual clutter.
4 Technology

iBeacon technology
iBeacon technology already exists at Heathrow Terminal 3. It is accessible by only the premium 
passengers of  Virgin Atlantic. Since this technology already exists, it is easier to implement it 
for the less abled passengers. Technology can be of more help to the less abled passengers. 
It is important to consider using the technology for all the passengers at the terminal. This 
will improve customer experience and ease the navigation to different aspects of the airport. 
Using the beacon technology will improve interoperability and facilitate maintenance in the 
future.

Audio navigation system
The audio navigation system is mainly built for blind or low vison users. It can also be used 
by old people, or people with visual disabilities. The audio navigation sysem called Wayfindr 
is built in the form of an application. It will give passengers the direction through instructions 
on the application. It helps to navigate in an indoor environment and gives the less-abled 
people the chance to navigate independently. They do not always want to be assisted by an 
airport personnel.They want to be able to navigate their way through an airport on their own. 
It boosts the confidence of the passengers and helps them gain control and reliability over 
their journey. 
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Conclusion
This section gives a summary of the 
research and shows how design, 
innovation have contributed to the 
study

The researcher has attempted to identify the significant factors and elements that a passenger 
uses while orienting themselves at Heathrow Terminal 3. Service design thinking, inclusive 
design and experience design approaches and techniques have been implemented to devise 
and develop a wayfinding design strategy. The  research discovered how design thinking can 
influence a passenger’s wayfinding behaviour.The current research suggests that there is a 
vast scope for improvement. 

People spend a considerable amount of time at an airport, and it is an important aspect of a 
passenger’s journey experience. Complex environments like Heathrow can create stress and 
anxiety amongst passengers. Wayfinding is often taken for granted. It helps the passenger 
reach from the parking area up until the departure gates. Wayfinding at airports can be a 
synonym for customer experience. If a passenger’s wayfinding experience is not good, their 
customer experience obviously takes a downfall. For an airport such as Heathrow which 
caters to such a wide  variety of passengers, it is important to create a wayfinding seamless 
experience for their passengers. Hence, it is important to involve all stakeholders in the design 
process and create a coherent design system.

When complex routes through a terminal become necessary, an efficient signing system 
becomes essential.
To conclude,most existing wayfinding stratetgies exclude the less-abled passengers in 
their target segment. Therefore, the researcher conducted this study toc reate an inclusive 
wayfinding design strategy. 

Research limitations and suggestions for future research :
This research project has been carried out from July to September i.e 3 months.The research 
started with gaining a broad understanding of the passenger experience at Heathrow 
Airport. Since this research has a funnel nature, the problem statement was defined by the 
start of August. A major drawback of this project was time. Due to the insufficiency of time, 
the researcher had to conduct primary and secondary research at the same time. The primary 
research went on until mid September. This did not give the researcher the means to execute 
the research as per plan. Due to the lack of time, the researcher had to develop a strategy 
towards the end which did not give her time to validate the information. Thus, this research 
comprises of a design strategy along with a user journey map of one archetype.

The suggestions for future research are to study the topic in more depth, and  create a strategy 
with storyboards and detailed user journey maps.
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CONSENT FORM 
 
Title: Dissertation 
 
Name of Researcher: Dhruvi Jhaveri 
 
Outline of Study: My project is about understanding how human-centered and inclusive 
design can be used to enhance customer wayfinding experience at Heathrow Airport. This 
research aims to develop a strategy for the same. The main area that would be the topic of 
study would be understanding the factors that hinder a seamless passenger experience. The 
researcher would be speaking to people who have travelled via Heathrow airport, authorities 
at the airport and service design and user experience professionals. The research is carried 
out by a student of MA Design Strategy and Innovation as part of her studies at the Design 
Department, Brunel University. This information will only be used for academic purposes and 
would be highly confidential. All the answers will be anonymized. 
 
 

 
                      Please tick the appropriate box 

      YES    NO  

Have you read the Research Participant Information Sheet? 

Have you had an opportunity to ask questions and discuss this study?  

Have you received satisfactory answers to all your questions? 

Who have you spoken to? 

Do you understand that you will not be referred to by name in any  
report concerning the study? 

Do you understand that you are free to withdraw from the study? 

• at any time? 

• without having to give a reason for withdrawing? 
• without affecting your future care? (where relevant,  
• if necessary) 

I agree to my interview being recorded. (where necessary) 
I agree to the use of non-attributable direct quotes when 
 the study is written up or published. (where relevant) 

I agree to my photograph being taken  

Do you agree to take part in this study? 

 

Name of Participant (CAPITALS): 
 
 

Signature of Research Participant:                                            Date: 
Witness statement: 

I am satisfied that the above-named has given informed consent. 

Witnessed by: 

Date: 

Name of witness: 
 

Researcher name: Signature: 
Supervisor name: Signature: 
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 PARTICIPANT INFORMATION SHEET 

 

Study title 
Service design and innovation to enhance passenger experience at Heathrow Airport 

Invitation Paragraph 
You are cordially invited to take part in the research carried out by Dhruvi Jhaveri of MA 
Design Strategy and Innovation, Brunel University. 
 
What is the purpose of the study? Why have I been invited to participate? 
This study aims to investigate the pain points a passenger experiences at Heathrow Airport 
as well as their expectations thereby exploring both the opportunities and challenges. You 
are invited to participate because you are current and/or potential part of the chosen 
organisation/company. Therefore, the researcher would like to hear your opinions regarding 
the topic. 
 
Do I have to take part?  
Your participation is completely voluntary. 
 
What will happen to me if I take part? What do I have to do? 
You will be asked to answer a number of open questions, which will help the researcher 
understand your perception toward the chosen topic, such your perception towards its 
brand and existing services. If you have any questions, please feel free to clarify them with 
the researcher. 
 
What are the possible disadvantages and risks of taking part? What are the indemnity 
arrangements? 
The study is considered low risk. It is very unlikely to cause any financial loss/burden to 
participants. No sensitive and personal question is included. It should take no more than 5 
minutes to complete. 
 
Will my taking part in this study be kept confidential? 
The information will be used of academic purposes only and treated as highly confidential. 
All answers will be anonymised. The results will not be publicly published nor made 
available outside of the university. 
 
What will happen to the results of the research study? 
The findings will be presented to the academic staff and the master students of MA Design 
Strategy and Innovation and MA Design and Branding Strategy only. 
 
Who is organising and funding the research? Who has reviewed the study? 
The researcher itself is organising and funding the research. The questions have been 
developed in consultation with academic staff of MA Design Strategy and Innovation and 
MA Design and Branding Strategy programmes. 

 

Can the participant withdraw from the study anytime?  
The participant is allowed to withdraw from the study at any point if the participant is 
uncomfortable. Their reason of withdrawal from the study will not be questioned. 

Contact for further information and complaints 
For further information, please contact Dr Busayawan Lam, the programme director of MA 
Design Strategy and Innovation and MA Design and Branding Strategy courses. The contact 
details are:  
Dr Busayawan Lam 
College of Engineering Design and Physical Sciences Brunel University, Uxbridge, UB8 3PH 
Tel: 01895 266592 
Email: Busayawan.lam@brunel.ac.uk  

To make a complaint, please contact professor Hua Zhao, the chair of the college's 
research ethics committee.  

The contact details are:  

Professor Hua Zhao 
College of Engineering Design and Physical Sciences  
Brunel University, Uxbridge, UB8 3PH 
Tel: 01895 266698 
Email: hua.zhao@brunel.ac.uk  

Thank you very much for your time and valuable information. 

Researcher’s contact details : 

Dhruvi Jhaveri 
1827499@brunel.ac.uk 
MA Design Strategy and Innovation 
Brunel University London 
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