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Rethinking Airport Catchment Definitions: 
Why Methodology Matters More Than Ever 
In an era of shifting travel patterns, increased airport competition, and rapidly evolving data 

tools, defining an airport’s catchment area has become both more important—and more 

complex—than at any point in recent memory. The catchment area is the foundation for 

understanding market size, leakage, air service development opportunities, and economic 

impact. Yet many airports still rely on simplified or outdated definitions that do not reflect 

how travelers actually behave. 

This article provides an overview of the major approaches for defining catchment areas, 

examines the strengths and limitations of each, and outlines why behavior-based, dynamic 

catchment definitions are increasingly considered the industry’s gold standard. 

Why Catchment Definition Matters 

Airlines and airports rely on catchment clarity to answer core strategic questions: 

• Where do our passengers come from? 

• How many travelers do we lose to surrounding airports? 

• Which routes have sufficient demand—and from where? 

• How should we prioritize air service development efforts? 

An inaccurate catchment estimate can lead to overstated demand forecasts, ineffective 

marketing spend, improper infrastructure planning, and weakened airline proposals. 

Conversely, a data-driven catchment model strengthens an airport’s credibility and supports 

better long-term decision-making. 

Five Major Approaches to Catchment Definition 

Catchment methodologies generally fall into three families—geographic, modeled, and 

behavioral. Each offers unique perspectives and can complement the others. 
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1. Simple Radius Method (Geometric) 

Historically, many airports drew a circular area (e.g., 20–75 miles) around the airfield. While 

easy to visualize, radius approaches ignore road networks, terrain barriers, and traveler 

preferences. Today, they are mostly used for introductory discussion or early-stage planning. 

 

Figure 1: Catchment Area by Simple Radius 

2. Drive-Time or Road-Distance Catchments 

Drive-time isochrones (30, 60, 90 minutes) or road-distance isochrones (25, 50, 75 miles) 

provide a more realistic representation of accessibility. They incorporate traffic conditions, 

roadway speeds, and geographic constraints. These maps are widely used in master planning 

and ground-access studies, though they still do not capture how passengers choose between 

competing airports. 
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Figure 2: Catchment Area by Drive-Time (Source: FlightBI) 

3. Equal-Distance Split-Line Boundaries 

 

Figure 3: Catchment Area by Equal Distance Split-Line (Source: Mead & Hunt, 2015) 
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Some airports use split-line boundaries—geometric midlines between airports—to illustrate 

theoretical competition zones. This approach offers a clean visual comparison among airports 

but, like radius maps, does not incorporate real traveler behavior, service availability, or 

price differences. 

4. Gravity/Huff Models (Modeled Behavioral Probability) 

Gravity-based approaches estimate airport choice probabilities by incorporating factors such 

as travel time, flight frequency, connectivity, and average fare. The Huff Gravity Model, in 

particular, evaluates the likelihood that a passenger will choose one airport over another 

based on both distance and the relative attractiveness of each airport. These models produce 

more nuanced insights than simple drive-time isochrones and are especially valuable in 

multi-airport metropolitan regions. 

A key advantage of gravity models is their ability to forecast demand and catchment shifts 

when an airport’s attractiveness changes—whether through the introduction of a new low-

cost carrier, improved roadway access, or reduced parking rates. However, they remain 

models rather than direct observations, and their accuracy ultimately depends on the quality 

and validity of the assumptions and inputs used. 

 

Figure 4: Catchment Area by Huff Gravity Model 
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5. Dominant-Position Method (Behavioral / Empirical) 

Increasingly, airports and airlines rely on behavioral evidence—such as where residents 

actually purchase tickets or where visitors actually stay—to determine which airport 

“dominates” each ZIP code or micro-region. This method reflects real-world traveler 

decisions and captures competitive dynamics among airports. It also provides actionable 

insights for air service development because it identifies: 

• resident vs. visitor contributions, 

• true leakage patterns, 

• and route-specific variations. 

Tools such as Fligence ZIP-OD are examples of platforms that help airports derive such 

behavioral catchment areas by combining air-mobility data (resident origins) and hotel 

distribution data (visitor origins). Airports may use these tools alongside survey findings and 

internal analytics for a more comprehensive understanding of traveler behavior. 

 

Figure 5: Catchment Area by Dominant Position (Source: FlightBI) 
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Why the Dominant-Position Approach Is Often the Most 
Useful 

For route development, airlines want evidence of actual travel patterns—not theoretical 

drive ranges. Behavioral catchment definitions provide: 

• Observed traveler behavior instead of modeled assumptions 

• Demand granularity at the ZIP level, revealing where recapture opportunities exist 

• Segment-specific insights, including business vs. leisure and domestic vs. international 

• Seasonality and visitor-resident differentiation, crucial for markets with high tourism 

variability 

Because they are grounded in real decisions, behavioral catchments frequently become the 

most persuasive component of airline presentations. 

Catchment Areas Are Dynamic, Not Static 

One of the most important lessons in modern catchment analysis is that there is no single, 

permanent catchment area. Instead, catchment boundaries shift based on: 

1. Route Type 

• International flights tend to draw from wider areas as passengers are more willing to 

travel farther for nonstop global connectivity. 

• Short-haul domestic routes typically rely more heavily on the immediate 30–60-

minute drive-time population. 

2. Trip Purpose 

• Business travelers prioritize convenience and time, narrowing the catchment. 

• Leisure travelers often prioritize price, expanding the catchment and increasing 

competition. 

3. Airline Service Levels 

Flight frequency, aircraft type, and connection opportunities can change airport choice 

probability across ZIP codes. 
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4. Seasonal Visitor Patterns 

Visitors and residents may exhibit dramatically different geographic distributions, especially 

in destination markets. 

Behavioral tools—such as ZIP-level dominance analysis or platforms—allow airports to 

generate route-specific and season-specific catchment boundaries that reflect these real 

differences. 

Towards a Holistic Approach 

No single method should stand alone. The strongest catchment strategies integrate three 

elements: 

1. Geographic Accessibility 

Drive-time maps remain crucial for visualizing convenience and understanding the reach of 

ground transportation infrastructure. 

2. Modeled Probability 

Gravity models help anticipate how travelers might behave if service is added or adjusted. 

3. Observed Behavior 

Dominant-position analysis provides the ground truth: how travelers actually move and 

which airport they choose today. 

Together, these approaches allow airports to tell a completer and more credible story—one 

that resonates with airline planners and strengthens air service development proposals. 

Conclusion 

As traveler behavior grows more complex and airport competition intensifies, traditional 

catchment definitions are often insufficient. Airports today benefit from using dynamic, 

data-driven, behavior-based approaches that reflect real market activity and vary by route, 

season, and trip type. 
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Tools such as Fligence ZIP-OD can support airports in developing this deeper understanding. 

But regardless of the platform used, the key is clear: Catchment areas should be defined not 

by static boundaries, but by how travelers actually behave. 

Airports that embrace this approach will be better positioned to understand their true 

market, evaluate leakage, and demonstrate compelling opportunities to airline partners. 
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