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But how does Georgia’s largest employer—with more 
than 63,000 airline, ground transporta�on, conces-
sionaire, security, federal government, City of Atlanta, 
and tenant employees—begin to unify such a diverse 
enterprise around its mission to “be the world’s best 
airport by exceeding customer expecta�ons”? 

Steve Mayers, the Airport’s director of customer expe-
rience, says it’s no different than any other mul�divi-
sional organiza�onal structure—all play a role in the 
company’s overall goal.

“What we really have to do,” Mayers says, “is find the 
influencers [of all organiza�ons opera�ng within ATL], 
bring them into a room and work to develop a philoso-
phy for the en�re enterprise.”

This collabora�vely reached core philosophy of 
Hartsfield-Jackson is, “One airport, same excep�onal 
level of service.” 

BY  STEVE MAYERS, DIRECTOR OF CUSTOMER
EXPERIENCE  FOR HARTSFIELD-JACKSON

ATLANTA INTERNATIONAL AIRPORT,
AND NIVI NAGIEL, NCSA

ONE AIRPORT,
SAME EXCEPTIONAL LEVEL OF SERVICE

As the world’s busiest airport, Hartsfield-Jackson 
Atlanta Interna�onal Airport (ATL) is the subject of a 
famous and o�en-heard Southern joke: “When you 
die, whether you're going to heaven or hell, you'll 
have to connect through Atlanta.”

Home to the primary hub of Delta Air Lines, the 
world’s largest hub, and mainline, regional, and cargo 
airlines, Hartsfield-Jackson hosts more than 2,500 
arrivals and departures every day, connec�ng more 
than 150 U.S. des�na�ons and 75 interna�onal des�-
na�ons in 50 countries. Hos�ng 275,000 passengers a 
day, Hartsfield-Jackson in 2015 became the world’s 
first airport to serve more than 100 million passengers 
in a single year—and the numbers are steadily rising. Continued on following page
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In the nearly two years since Mayers joined 
Hartsfield-Jackson, what started as the guest rela�ons 
unit has evolved into a three-pronged customer expe-
rience department consis�ng of guest rela�ons, ADA 
(Americans with Disabili�es Act), and volunteerism 
divisions. 

With more than 20 years of hospitality experience and 
leadership posi�ons in companies such as Sandals 
Resorts, Radisson, and Best Western, Mayers is keenly 
aware that the success of any organiza�on boils down 
to its customer service. And for the more than 100 
million annual customers of Hartsfield-Jackson, 
whether they are checking their bags, making their 
way through security, or ordering a pre-flight snack, 
“they only see one organiza�on,” notes Mayers. 
Although Delta Air Lines, TSA, and Sweet Georgia’s 
Juke Joint are separately owned and operated, passen-
gers perceive ATL to be singularly responsible for their 
experience. 

As such, Mayers takes his role of unifying those 63,000 
employees under a collec�ve philosophy of service 
excellence as vital to the Airport’s overall success. 
Transla�ng philosophy into a living, breathing prac�ce 
begins with training. Hartsfield-Jackson has a contrac-
tual arrangement with every business within the 
facility establishing mandatory employee training in 
ma�ers including customer service, human trafficking, 
and ADA. 

The many faces of ATL’s employees all have one thing in 
common: They exude a mindset of true Southern hospitality.

Furthermore, Hartsfield-Jackson has mul�faceted 
rewards programs in place to encourage superior 
service, from an employee-of-the-month program to a 
yearly rewards celebra�on honoring 1,000 employees 
for their service excellence. For the annual func�on, 
Airport partners join to donate prizes, of which the 
grand prize is valued at $4,000. 

“People are very much aware of the value that they 
have in the enterprise,” Mayers says. 

“even though they’re not our 
employees, we are one family.”

Continued from previous page
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The customer experience team also takes the oppor-
tunity to ask ATL employees about their percep�ons 
and treatment at a number of touchpoints, including 
employee checkpoints, and about what improvements 
can be made. Measuring employee sa�sfac�on at 
every touchpoint is essen�al because, as Mayers says, 
“They are our customers also. They’re our partners.” 

In addi�on, in development is an educa�onal program 
sponsored by the Airport to offer opportuni�es for 
young people to advance themselves. Enrolled 
employees will be given first preference when leader-
ship posi�ons become available, and some businesses 
have already signed on to par�cipate. 

Inclusive programs such as this are all part of a “holis-
�c view of trying to help employees,” Mayers says. 
“Because even though they’re not our employees, we 
are one family. We’re inves�ng in them so that they 
can make a contribu�on to us and help make us the 
best airport in the world.” 

The result of these combined efforts is a culture            
of true Southern hospitality. Mindful that about    
two-thirds of ATL’s travelers are connec�ng and only 
there for an average of two hours, employees recog-
nize themselves as community members— represen-
ta�ves of Hartsfield-Jackson and the city—collec�vely 

With more than 2,500 daily arrivals and departures carrying 275,000 passengers, the world’s busiest airport strives every day 
to also be the world’s best airport, by exceeding customer expecta�ons.

responsible for providing an experience of “one family, trea�ng every-
one as a guest,” Mayers says. “That’s what we’re about.” 

As for measuring the customer experience, Hartsfield-Jackson doesn’t 
squander a single opportunity. The Airport recently launched a QR code 
system for collec�ng feedback at every customer touchpoint, through 
which a customer can nominate a specific employee or give general 
feedback on services. 

“one family, treating everyone as a guest. That’s what we’re about.”
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responsible for providing an experience of “one family, 
trea�ng everyone as a guest,” Mayers says. “That’s 
what we’re about.” 

As for measuring the customer experience, 
Hartsfield-Jackson doesn’t squander a single opportu-
nity. The Airport recently launched a QR code system 
for collec�ng feedback at every customer touchpoint, 
through which a customer can nominate a specific 
employee or give general feedback on services. 

Addi�onally, users can submit comments on the 
Airport’s new website, atl.com, and include a Web 
comment form that will go directly to Mayers’ depart-
ment. A social media team also monitors customer 
input on Twi�er, Facebook, etc., and shares surveys 
that followers are invited to complete. Another chan-
nel is the ASQ (Airport Service Quality) survey, an 
in-depth evalua�on conducted quarterly by Airports 
Council Interna�onal. 

Hartsfield-Jackson is also moving toward a system of 
instant surveys that would enable the onsite customer 
to deliver a comment immediately. If the customer 
chooses to leave her contact informa�on, she would 
receive an immediate response and have the opportu-

nity to speak with a guest 
rela�ons representa�ve then 
and there. 

This could poten�ally address 
and remedy any issues in the 
moment, before they esca-
late to social media or other-
wise cause unnecessary 
damage to the Airport’s repu-
ta�on. In short, Mayers says, 
“We are trying our very best 
to make sure that we get       
as much feedback as 
possible,” and that it is as 
easy and accessible to do 
wherever customers choose 
to provide it, whether by 
phone, the website, on Face-
book, or onsite. 

Ensuring your employees know their value in the organiza�on translates to employees
trea�ng customers as their own guests.

unfairly demonized, o�en origina�ng from misconcep�ons by passen-
gers who are uneducated about the workings of the TSA and are, by 
necessity, not privy to security-sensi�ve informa�on that may cause 
delays. 

In addi�on, the Great Recession of 2008–09 resulted in fewer employ-
ees used to operate checkpoints. Mayers’ response to these challenges 
has been a policy of personally taking phone calls daily from customers 
with TSA-related complaints, and con�nually educa�ng himself on why 
issues arise, enabling him to quickly address problems and seek 
solu�ons. 

For Mayers, a successful customer experience program runs on adher-
ing to a test-retest philosophy every day, which is cri�cal to ensuring 

Of all the companies and agencies doing business 
within Hartsfield-Jackson, perhaps the most problem-
a�c for many passengers has been the Transporta�on 
Security Administra�on (TSA). Last February, ATL’s 
general manager responded to passenger complaints 
about excessively long lines at security checkpoints—
with 30- to 60-minute delays causing some to miss 
their flights—by wri�ng to the TSA administrator, 
pleading for changes to imporve wait �mes.

This ul�mately resulted in addi�onal staffing and the 
installa�on of “Smart Lanes,” automated lanes that 
reduce screening �mes by up to 30 percent. Mayers, 
however, feels that the government agency has been 

a successful customer
experience program runs

on adhering to a test-retest 
philosophy every day
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unfairly demonized, o�en origina�ng from misconcep-
�ons by passengers who are uneducated about the 
workings of the TSA and are, by necessity, not privy to 
security-sensi�ve informa�on that may cause delays. 

In addi�on, the Great Recession of 2008–09 resulted 
in fewer employees used to operate checkpoints. 
Mayers’ response to these challenges has been a 
policy of personally taking phone calls daily from 
customers with TSA-related complaints, and con�nu-
ally educa�ng himself on why issues arise, enabling 
him to quickly address problems and seek solu�ons. 

For Mayers, a successful customer experience 
program runs on adhering to a test-retest philosophy 
every day, which is cri�cal to ensuring that goals are 
being consistently met. And perhaps no less important 
is a passion for all aspects of managing the customer 
experience. 

Whether you’re going to heaven, hell, or any of the more than 225 worldly des�na�ons, ATL and each of its 63,000 employees
go the extra mile to make sure your connec�on is a pleasant one. 

“I love what I do,” Mayers says, “because it’s challeng-
ing every day. It seems like I have li�le or no control 
over everyone who operates within my business; how-
ever, I have so much influence, through my behavior 
and the behavior of my team, and I am totally respon-
sible for their behavior from the perspec�ve of our 
customers. That, to me, is challenging and exci�ng.”

Steve Mayers is the Director Of Customer Experience  
for Hartsfield-Jackson Atlanta International Airport,  
Atlanta, Georgia
Nivi Nagiel is the NCSA Senior Editor 
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