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Abstract  
Drawing on qualitative data gathered from educators based in the United Kingdom, 

this paper examines their perceptions of significant challenges facing contemporary 

hospitality management education. These include: engaging contemporary students, 

particularly through new technologies; the growing presence of international 

students; institutional constraints, resource pressures and the distinctiveness of 

hospitality management education; ongoing tensions between hospitality’s 

intellectual development and its practice focus; and new course designs, delivery 

models and partnerships. The study also explores their views on how those are likely 

to evolve in the future. The findings suggest that many of the key challenges are not 

unique to the hospitality management area, but they also highlight many pressing 

concerns specific to this sector. Importantly, the findings help to identify how 

individuals and institutions are responding to particular challenges in higher 

education.  
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1. Introduction 
Global financial instability and policy shifts have led to dramatic changes in the 

funding and management of higher education (Ayikoru, Tribe, & Airey, 2009; Ball, 

2012; Cheng, 2016; Dredge, Benckendorff, Day, Gross, Walo, Weeks, & Whitelaw, 

2013). The transformation of the international educational landscape has prompted 

growing questioning of how higher education (including research) operates in 

contemporary society more generally. These changes have also driven increasing 

critical debate on the current state and future prospects for hospitality management 

education (cf. Fullagar & Wilson, 2012; Lugosi, Lynch, & Morrison, 2009). However, 

the debate concerning contemporary hospitality management education has thus far 

been dominated by non-empirical discussion pieces. Whilst these have provided 

important reference points, they reflect the perspectives of specific authors (cf. 

Lashley, 2013; 2015; Wood, 2015). Empirical studies reflecting on the state of 

hospitality management education have provided descriptive overviews of the 

educational sector in the United Kingdom (UK) and Australia (HEFCE, 1998; Jameson, 

Walmsley, & Ball, 2006; Robinson, Breakey, & Craig-Smith, 2010); or they have 

focused on specific issues such as the role of practical training facilities (Alexander, 

2007; Alexander, Lynch, & Murray, 2009), the performance of hospitality in research 

assessment exercises (Litteljohn, 2004), and the state of publication in the hospitality 

field (Rivera & Upchurch, 2008). There is a gap in knowledge regarding academics’ 

views of the state of hospitality management education, particularly in the UK, where 

the higher education sector has undergone significant changes in the past decade. 

This paper thus builds on, and contributes to, existing knowledge by examining, in 

further detail, the perspectives of UK university educators on the current state and 

future challenges for hospitality management education and, importantly, on how 

individuals and institutions are choosing to interpret and respond to some of those 

challenges. 

The origin of this paper was an initiative from the UK’s Higher Education Academy 

(HEA) who were conducting research into the state of university-level learning and 

teaching in a wide range of subject disciplines in order to better understand the 

sector’s needs. The HEA used the research to form a national strategy to support 

higher education pedagogy. This paper focuses on data related to hospitality 

management education, principally in the UK. However, the findings highlight themes 

and issues that emerge in other fields and disciplines, and they are also likely to 

chime with practitioners outside the UK (cf. Bulman, 2015). The findings of this paper 

can thus be used to develop more effective pedagogic practices to address challenges 

and ensure the sustainability of higher education provision within and beyond the 

hospitality field. 

The paper begins with a short overview of the key literature, which has reflected 

on the past, present and future prospects for hospitality management education. The 

paper then introduces the methods before presenting and discussing seven key 

thematic areas emerging from the data: 1. engaging the contemporary student; 2. 

international students; 3. the impacts of emerging ‘innovative’ and ‘efficient’ course 

designs; 4. institutional constraints and the intensification of academic work; 5. the 

position of hospitality management within business schools and faculties; 6. the 
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ongoing tensions between academia and practice, particularly as hospitality seeks to 

develop as an academic field of enquiry whilst maintaining its professional relevance; 

and 7. the evolution of teaching in hospitality, with particular reference to new 

models of delivery and partnerships. The paper concludes by reflecting further on the 

key challenges identified through the primary research and upon the implications for 

the sector and its stakeholders.   

 

2. Perspectives on hospitality management education 
The last two decades has seen an increasing sense of self-awareness and 

reflection regarding the current state and the future evolution of hospitality 

(Jameson et al., 2006; Jones, 2004; Lugosi, 2009; Slattery, 2002; Lynch, Germann 

Molz, McIntosh, Lugosi, & Lashley 2011). Some have adopted an optimistic position 

on the intellectual development of the field, acknowledging the growing engagement 

with other disciplines and subject areas, which has enabled hospitality to open up 

new lines of enquiry and to export knowledge into other disciplines (Lashley, 2008; 

Lugosi et al., 2009; Morrison & O’Gorman, 2008).  In 2003, Morrison and O’Mahony 

suggested that: ‘some management may be challenged, inherited rituals questioned, 

and breakout from historical mindsets achieved to revitalise the future rather than 

simply replicate the past’ (p. 196). Expanding this line of argument, some academics 

have argued that hospitality education should not wholly be defined by or reduced to 

serving the industry (Airey & Tribe, 2000; Lashley, 2013; Lugosi et al., 2009). These 

perspectives echoed previous recommendations to expand the scope of hospitality 

management education by integrating wider disciplinary knowledge, for example 

from food sciences and performing arts (HEFCE, 1998). Arguably, these can be seen 

as attempts to challenge perceptions that it is a vocational subject and to legitimatise 

its place in higher education by intellectualising the field. These views contrast with 

that put forward by Wang, Ayres and Huyton who state that: ‘Education in current 

political thinking, particularly since the 1990s, is about equipping people for work. If 

education cannot supply job-ready people, then why would governments fund it and 

why would students choose it? Knowledge for knowledge’s sake is an idealistic 

unaffordable luxury, and higher education must be relevant to the needs of 

employers’ (2009:69). 

Whilst employability remains a core driving principle in hospitality courses (cf. 

Jennings, Cater, Hales, Kensbock, & Hornby, 2015; Stierand & Zizka, 2015; Whitelaw 

& Wrathall, 2015), academics also recognise that higher education should help 

develop rounded reflective practitioners who can contribute to a range of societal 

and professional spheres (Dredge et al., 2012; Morgan, 2004; Morrison & O’Mahony, 

2003). As Robinson, Kralj, Brenner and Lee’s (2014) work suggests, this has driven the 

development of hospitality management teaching that seeks to create critical, 

reflective practitioners. This body of literature highlights that the challenge is to 

maintain credibility with different stakeholders who have potentially contrasting 

expectations of how hospitality education and research advances thinking and 

practice. 

Other commentators have been more pessimistic, for example, pointing to the 

decline of funding for hospitality management in the UK higher education sector, 
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especially in the delivery of practical training (Alexander, 2007; Alexander et al., 

2009). The growing cost of providing the practical aspects of education has led to a 

withdrawal of investment. It could also be argued that the vocational focus of 

hospitality education has caused further frictions as universities seek to concentrate 

on higher-prestige, mainstream academic fields in positioning themselves in the 

global higher education market.  

Much of the debate concerning the current state of hospitality education and the 

challenges regarding teaching and learning in the hospitality field has been based on 

literature and informed theoretical critique (cf. Lashley, 2013; 2015; Lugosi, Lynch, & 

Morrison, 2009; Wood, 2015). As noted at the outset, empirical work on the current 

state of hospitality management education has concentrated on providing a 

descriptive overview of the landscape of provision rather than the specific challenges 

faced by academics and institutions in the field (cf. Breakey & Craig-Smith, 2007; 

Jameson et al., 2006; Robinson et al., 2010). There is consequently a gap in 

knowledge regarding practitioners’ viewpoints on some of the key challenges in the 

provision of hospitality management education. This paper thus attempts to address 

this gap by examining the experiences and perspectives of frontline academics 

involved in the management and delivery of hospitality in the UK higher education 

sector. This is significant for hospitality academics within and beyond the UK because 

it helps them to understand sectoral and institutional dimensions of constraints being 

encountered, how those are perceived and how individuals and organisations are 

responding to them. This in turn can help frontline practitioners and institutional 

managers re-evaluate their own strategic and tactical decisions regarding hospitality 

management education provision, which may involve divestment, investment, or the 

transformation of course content, focus and delivery. Examining disciplinary and 

institutional challenges in hospitality can also be instructive for tourism and events 

colleagues, supporting their desires to maintain their position in the (increasingly 

corporatized) international academic landscape.  

 

3. Study methods 
 

3.1 Scope and focus 
The HEA were explicit in defining the overall scope and focus of the study. The 

research was conducted in the constructivist tradition (Lincoln & Guba, 2013) – 

seeking to co-create knowledge between researchers and participants regarding their 

perceptions of and feelings towards their professional experiences. The study 

considered six thematic areas: 1. current key resources used in teaching in our 

subject area; 2. learning and teaching challenges; 3. the future evolution of teaching 

in the subject area; 4. gaps in current teaching and learning resources; 5. gaps 

emerging as a result of changes in our sector; and 6. ways in which Professional 

Associations, Learned Societies and the HEA can support learning and teaching in our 

field. However, as with all inductive research, within these broad headings, the 

discussions explored emerging themes that were raised by participants. Moreover, 

due to word limitations, this paper does not discuss the findings concerning learning 
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and teaching resources that were addressed under the HEA’s thematic areas 1, 4, 5 

or 6.   

 

3.2 Sampling and data collection 
Participants for the study were recruited via email through the UK’s Council for 

Hospitality Management Education’s (CHME) database. Colleagues were sent an 

open invitation and 22 volunteered to participate (10 male; 12 female). The sample is 

made up of colleagues from 12 institutions in Scotland, Wales, England and Northern 

Ireland involved in hospitality education. Participants had taught a wide range of 

subject areas within hospitality degrees including food and beverage management, 

operations management, finance, economics, strategy, consumer behaviour, 

research methods, marketing, organisational behaviour and human resource 

management, food and drinks studies and events at undergraduate and postgraduate 

levels. The majority had course management responsibilities; and, apart from 2 

participants, all were Senior Lecturers and above.  

The recruitment method and sampling represented a series of risks and 

opportunities for the project. It could be argued that the opportunity to discuss the 

‘state’ of hospitality appealed to colleagues who took a particular view of its past, 

present and its future, which has the potential to introduce bias into the general 

perspective being expressed. This, arguably, is a risk in all research that does not use 

a large-scale, probability sampling approach. However, it is important not to 

delegitimise any individual perspective or to privilege some as being more ‘real’ or 

valuable than any other. Each participant’s experiences, interpretations and opinions 

should be seen as important but treated equally critically in the analysis process to 

avoid making unreasonable claims regarding a singular, definitive or reductive 

representation of reality.  

Moreover, within the data generation, participants were actively encouraged to 

express contrasting opinions. There were numerous instances where participants 

presented contrasting views, and the data generation articulated multiple different 

perspectives on the hospitality sector. Furthermore, the self-selection aspect of the 

sampling and recruitment helped to identify colleagues from a range of institutions, 

geographical locations and subject expertise, thus providing a richness and diversity 

of experiences.   

The data were generated through four group interviews. Two were conducted 

physically: one during CHME’s 2015 annual conference and the other at one of the 

participant’s institution. In addition to this, two virtual group interviews were held 

using internet-based meeting software. All the interviews were recorded and 

additional notes were made by the lead interviewer.  

 

3.3 Data processing and analysis 
The interviews were transcribed by a third party, and subsequently analysed 

thematically by the authors (Braun & Clarke, 2006). Two researchers coded the data 

in parallel to reduce the potential bias of single person coding (cf. Thomas, 2006). The 

analyses were subsequently brought together under one unified reduced data set; 

and, as MacQueen, McLellan-Lemal, Bartholow and Milstein (2008) suggested, one 



6 

 

researcher collated and organised the final coding scheme. Through this process the 

original 53,247 words of raw transcribed data were reduced to 25,718 words and 

ordered into 40 thematic groups, under the six broad areas identified by the HEA.  

 

4. Findings and discussion 
 

4.1 Engaging the contemporary student 

A strong theme to emerge from all the interviews was the increasing challenges 

associated with weakening student engagement. Specifically, attendance was often 

linked to the perceived value of the particular session i.e. whether it was assessed or 

had direct links to assessment. One participant said: 

 

If the lesson is related to how they’re going to be assessed, I’ll get 100% 

attendance, so I generally tell them it’s related to the assessment every 

week and then I get great attendance! But they are very much 

assessment-driven. It’s quite scary how if they don’t think it’s related to 

the assessment they just don’t think they need to come!  

 

Moreover, the instrumental and fragmented nature of student engagement was 

linked more widely to the changing characteristics of students and their approach to 

learning. In part, these were seen as generational problems. Educational researchers, 

including in hospitality, have considered the differences in the learning styles of 

‘Generation Y’ students (Barron, 2008; Lashley & Barron, 2006; Shaw & Fairhurst, 

2008; Weiler, 2005). These works highlight the importance for contemporary 

students of stimulation and creative content, the adoption of a more fragmented 

approach to learning, and a desire to access information in non-traditional (printed) 

formats, often using technology. Among our participants, students were perceived to 

want information in smaller, more easily consumable packages. They were seen to 

have short attention spans and there was increasing pressure on lecturers to 

entertain students to keep them engaged. One participant said: 

 

I think the student profile has changed quite a lot and I think that asking 

students to read chapter after chapter is not necessarily the way that they 

choose to access information these days, but if you give them a series of 

web links to different things and they can look into our virtual learning 

here at the university, that’s perhaps the more acceptable way for our 

student base to be looking at things. They like the bite-size chunk stuff 

and they like to have that mixed in. I don’t think they do well being asked 

to stick with textbooks these days.  

 

Colleagues also felt they needed to provide increasing support on how to obtain 

and interpret information. There was less evidence of independent learning and 

students were asking for greater levels of guidance on how to solve basic problems 

and approach assessments. One participant said: 
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The more we give them, the more they ask for. And they’re literally saying 

in the classroom, ‘Which chapter do I need to read?’ So you might call it 

strategic learning, you might call it surface learning, but it’s certainly not 

deep learning. 

 

Importantly, the perceived decline in meaningful engagement with academic content 

and ‘deep-learning’ was linked to technology. As a colleague noted: 

 

I think there’s something else as well, which I call ‘the Google generation’, 

which is about reading represents knowing, which isn’t the case. You can 

look up something on Google and register what it says without really 

knowing about the subject. I think we face students, many of whom have 

that sort of view of knowledge, that it’s available, it’s accessible, it just 

needs something to be typed into Google and then that’s the answer. And 

I think that’s not knowledge, that’s information.  

 

Technology was seen to exacerbate the intellectual deskilling and fracturing of 

engagement of students. There was general agreement that students were 

increasingly relying on search engines and were uncritical consumers of knowledge.  

Extending the technology-engagement debate, when another participant 

questioned ‘how much time … students actually [spent] reading all of this [academic] 

material that’s available’, another colleague observed: ‘I watch them in the library, 

they’re on Facebook, on their phones, they’re on the screen for a second…..honestly, 

it’s amazing to watch them.’ Such multitasking behaviour and its negative impact on 

attention, learning and the effectiveness of teaching is a growing topic of concern for 

academics and teachers beyond hospitality (see e.g. Bellur, Nowak, & Hull, 2015; 

Sana, Weston, & Cepeda, 2013; Terry, Mishra, & Roseth, 2016). Echoing this 

sentiment, the greater presence of tablets, mobile devices and notebooks in class 

was perceived by some lecturers to be a distraction and they felt less confident that 

students were paying attention to the teaching.  

It is important to stress, however, that students’ use of technology for learning 

more generally was seen in contrasting ways by colleagues. There was general 

agreement that students were more technology dependent and wanted more 

content available online, which they could access in times and places convenient to 

them. Some colleagues felt that making teaching material available online could also 

discourage attendance; although research on this found that podcasts did not 

necessarily result in declining class attendance (e.g. Bryans-Bongey, Cizadlo, & 

Kalnbach, 2006). Copley’s (2007) research suggested that students mostly accessed 

podcasts for revision and assignment preparation rather than as a substitute for 

lecture attendance. Echoing previous empirical research, there was evidence in our 

participants’ experience that many students used technology constructively, for 

example using recorded lecture content to go over class material, and that it did not 

always impact negatively on attendance. One participant was very enthusiastic about 

the positive impact of recording lectures: 
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I’ve been using lecture capture for three years so all of my lectures and my 

modules have been recorded and I do them myself, I’ve got my own 

equipment and I do it through Adobe Connect. Students love it, and you 

know what? Apart from that last couple of weeks when there’s deadlines, 

the attendance is fantastic, no different to how it was before I did it and 

those that can’t make it, some of them are online. They’re all recorded so 

they can download them and play them on their iPads later, and the 

feedback is amazing.  

 

As noted above, the challenges associated with student engagement and the rise 

of technology are not limited to hospitality (Bellur et al., 2015; Sana et al., 2013; 

Terry et al., 2016). Colleagues are also acutely aware of the need to develop new 

technologies alongside innovative teaching techniques to engage students, and to 

understand how they learn through technology (cf. Green, Chang, Tanford, & Moll, 

2015; Hsu, 2012; Lugosi, 2010; Ma & Au, 2014). There was general consensus among 

the participants that technology will be central to the future of higher education. This 

is likely to involve ongoing development of online content and supporting services, 

including increased use of lecture capture, and the use of blended delivery. Sanders 

and LeClus (2009) in discussing the changing nature of the learning experience 

similarly acknowledged that emerging technologies add new dimensions of richness 

and complexity to the ‘traditional’ learning experience. However, they recognised 

that: ‘it would be unfair to assume that all university students have enhanced 

information literacy’ (2009:94), which stresses the need to avoid overgeneralising or 

taking a reductive view of students and their use of technology. Sanders and LeClus 

(2009) also recognised that ‘teaching staff may not be as technologically adept or 

enthusiastic at incorporating learning technologies into their existing pedagogy’ 

(2009:94), which they argued was one component of the ‘digital divide’ between 

educators and learners. 

Some of our respondents saw the growing role of IT and online delivery more 

generally as threats to the fundamental craft of hospitality management. It was 

argued that because hospitality was so people-centric, reliance on online delivery 

meant that key interpersonal and communication skills and technical competencies 

could not be developed effectively and would reduce students’ employability. 

However, others disagreed that online delivery would replace on-campus delivery 

completely for several reasons. Firstly, online delivery was less effective for 

developing hospitality graduates; secondly, many students still desired personal 

contact; and thirdly, the delivery of effective online courses was labour-intensive and 

therefore it did not represent a clear cost saving for institutions.  

 

4.2 International students   
A significant theme across the interviews concerned the challenges associated 

with international students. As one participant observed: 

 

I think there’s too much assumption about learning and not enough 

emphasis on the role of culture, because education is cultural, so if 
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somebody comes to us from Asia, South America, Africa, they’ll have been 

through a different educational system and we assume that they know 

certain things or know how to do certain things. 

 

The growing number of international students had led to the development of new 

sensitivities and imperatives. In some courses the dominant numerical presence of 

students from one or two nationalities influenced the dynamics of learning and 

teaching, and the student experience more widely. Language proficiency was 

perceived as a significant challenge, with students not being able to engage with the 

subject because of their limited grasp of English. However, several colleagues noted 

that there were broader cultural issues with international students. Firstly, 

integration between national groups was a problem for lecturers and students. 

International students entering short, intensive master’s courses in particular 

struggled to adjust to the UK educational environment. These problems were 

amplified by poor language skills and by joining the course in January rather than 

September, an entry option available at several of our participants’ institutions. 

Secondly, it was noted that some students from Asian backgrounds were still 

uncomfortable with speaking out in class or questioning issues, although others 

acknowledged that it was important to avoid generalising and there was significant 

difference in students, even those from the same nation.  

In response to some of these challenges, colleagues were investing more in pre-

entry screening to identify learning needs, in preparatory courses to develop key 

competencies, as well as in induction and specialist training activities to support 

students’ understanding of UK educational practices. Many colleagues also said they 

had adjusted their learning and assessment strategies. For example, as one 

participant observed: 

 

We’re trying to come up with assessments which will be suitable for 

testing learning outcomes in the cohorts which we’ve got, and we tend to 

include more technology and so they are involved either on their mobile 

phones or their iPads or tablets, and we’re introducing more of that, like 

online discussion boards or discussions in class rather than in the past we 

used to have more of the written pieces, reports or essays, so we’re trying 

to diversify and include a variety of different types of assessment to 

provide students with opportunities to communicate on various levels, 

and probably to help them to overcome problems with English in some 

cases.   

 

Importantly, colleagues also saw it as important to develop (inter-)cultural 

sensitivities amongst international and domestic students studying on the same 

courses. Building resilience in students alongside understanding towards others was 

viewed by several participants as part of a broader ‘duty of care’.    

Similarly to the themes regarding technology, the challenges of multicultural 

learning environments, particularly for members of different national and ethnic 

groups are certainly not unique to hospitality, and hospitality education researchers 
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have grappled with the challenges they present (Barron & Arcodia, 2002; Lashley & 

Barron, 2006; Robinson et al., 2014). Importantly, internationalisation is arguably 

inevitable for much of the higher education sector. The globalised and highly 

competitive nature of higher education has led to greater effort being put into 

targeting international students. A critical reading of these strategic decisions is that 

they represent a lucrative consumer segment and help to ensure the financial 

sustainability of courses and institutions. A broader reading is that widening 

economic prosperity, and social mobility, driven by social factors (e.g. peer influence, 

social media and chain migration), political facilitators (e.g. relaxed visa policies) and 

technological innovations (e.g. the lowering costs of travel and communication 

technologies) has led to a growing number of nationalities studying abroad. In short, 

a more diverse student body is an inevitable outcome of globalisation and societies 

characterised by mobility (Urry, 2007). Finally, a more positive reading of the growing 

internationalisation of higher education is that it has the capacity to increase 

intercultural knowledge and cultural sensitivity. However, it is clear that managing an 

increasingly diverse set of students places strains on the student experience and the 

institutions trying to accommodate multiple demands, from domestic and 

international students.   

 

4.3 ‘Innovative’ and ‘efficient’ course designs  
A strong emerging theme concerned the challenges to learning, teaching and 

assessment caused by new programme designs. Universities were perceived to be 

seeking to deliver courses in more efficient ways. This included developing larger 

modules or units that could be delivered across multiple subject groups, particularly 

in generic areas such as research methods, organisational behaviour and marketing. 

In the institutions where this was utilised, this had led to larger lectures and to a lack 

of contextualisation to the hospitality area. Both of these were perceived as 

weaknesses in current course design, and also as loss of control by hospitality 

colleagues.  

Linked to the previous points, the use of modular programmes was also perceived 

to be a challenge. In part this has led to a loss of cohort identity and staff did not 

know each student personally. Modular programmes and the resulting mixed cohorts 

were also seen to disrupt the linearity of learning. Lecturers could no longer take for 

granted that students had covered concepts in previous classes and so they could not 

build on a shared knowledge base. This frequently required staff to teach subjects at 

a more basic level to accommodate students who did not have sufficient grounding, 

which was felt to be unfair to others who had a stronger underpinning. Several 

colleagues noted that similar experiences in their institutions had led them to revise 

their course structure and (re)adopt a linear approach. 

Finally, colleagues from some institutions said that they were required to 

construct new programmes involving fewer modules with larger individual credit 

values, and to reduce the number of module or unit options available to students. 

Colleagues saw this as being driven by a desire for economic efficiency rather than 

pedagogic excellence. This has led to a decrease in subject specialism, which was also 
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seen to make the course less attractive to students, including to international 

students on exchange programmes, who wanted greater choice.  

 

4.4 Institutional constraints and the intensification of work 
Following on from the previous theme of new course designs, institutional and 

occupational tensions emerged across the interviews. Some of these challenges were 

specific to individual organisations, but others reflected general trends within the 

higher education sector and the teaching profession. Growing managerialism and 

bureaucratisation within the sector were seen to inhibit innovation in teaching. For 

example, class times and delivery patterns were heavily prescribed. There were also 

increasingly constraints on the availability of space, and the layout of teaching spaces 

could not be reorganised to facilitate alternative, interactive lesson formats.  

The majority of participants identified ways in which a variety of new 

technologies were increasingly being embedded into their learning and teaching. A 

small number of people felt this to be a challenge as it required investment in the 

development of new IT competencies. However, most were keen to embrace new 

technologies, despite the fact that their potential could not always be realised 

because of other pressures. As one participant commented:  

 

We’ve got technology, but intensification of our workloads means that we 

don’t have time to do what the technology could do for us, because we 

can’t step back. In the 14 years I’ve been teaching in higher education I’ve 

seen the space I used to have to innovate and be creative and spend time 

thinking about my job has disappeared. Gradually, year after year after 

year it’s shrunk, and now I’m in a position where I can just keep going and 

I can do little bits, I can tinker at the edges, but I can’t sit down and 

rewrite and do a module in a totally different way that I could have done 

ten years ago. 

 

In discussing institutional constraints, participants identified a number of issues 

that were specific to hospitality management education. A dominant and recurring 

set of themes were the availability and use of practical facilities that support 

experiential learning. Wood (2007:6) has argued that: ‘food and beverage 

management features as a significant part of the curriculum in most hospitality 

management courses’. Wood continued, claiming that: ‘nearly all modern courses in 

hospitality management include, and cling to, a model of food and beverage 

management education that is training and operations oriented as reflected in core 

courses that require students to spend some of their time in kitchens learning how to 

prepare food for service in restaurants, and some of their time in hotel school 

training restaurants serving the food that has been thus prepared. The model is a 

globally familiar one, even allowing for variants’.  

Participants from across the different institutions agreed that practical training 

was a central element of hospitality management education. One participant said:  
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If we were to lose our practical facilities we would lose all the skill base 

from that vocational degree, we would lose our ability for them to develop 

menu stuff later on, we would lose the ability to then go down and 

simulate some other situations, and that would be dreadful, but I think 

there was a huge economic pressure on having practical facilities, and 

that I think is a big one, a big challenge to maintain that. 

 

Some of the participants were more sceptical about how much students actually 

learned by using the practical facilities. As one said: ‘So by the time they go on 

placement in their second year they know the difference between a knife and fork 

and they know that an oven is hot but not much more.’ Nevertheless, the majority of 

participants felt that practical facilities elements were important to their provision.  

However, irrespective of colleagues’ views of practical facilities, these are 

expensive and many institutions had eliminated them to reduce costs, which added 

further complexities to the delivery of hospitality management courses. Colleagues 

from these institutions had to deal with the additional challenge of providing 

practical training by outsourcing these parts of the courses to specialist operators 

including cooking schools, further education establishments or industry partners. 

One participant said:  

 

We have a partnership with a cookery school in [this city] … and we also 

have a partnership with [a hotel] where our students go and work in the 

different departments within the hotel and get their practical experience 

from those two places, but that’s not on campus. I can see a situation 

whereby more partnerships like the one we have here … are going to be 

used, where elements of catering and hospitality education are going to 

be outsourced because it’s expensive to do, equipment’s expensive and it’s 

expensive to staff, so I think it’s cheaper to use outside bodies. And I can 

also see more partnerships like the one we have with the [hotel] may 

become obvious paths in education in terms of how we deliver the 

practical performance of food service and accommodation…which is 

different from having a realistic working environment or an in-house 

restaurant, a slightly different way of doing it, and again, given that 

finances are … increasingly tight, it’s also cheaper for us to do it that way. 

[The hotel] is free, we don’t pay for that, so from a very practical 

perspective that helps the finance of our course. 

 

Wood (2007) discussed the trend of outsourcing food and beverage training to 

local technical colleges with pre-existing kitchen and training restaurant facilities. He 

observed that numerous institutions with their own facilities had already begun to 

dispense with them and followed a similar path to that described by our respondent 

above. Wood (2007: 7) argued that Universities ‘rarely see investment in training 

kitchens and restaurants as equivalent to investment in the laboratories demanded 

by natural scientists!’ Similarly, Breakey and Craig-Smith conducted research on 

hospitality degree programmes in Australia and concluded that: ‘there has been a 
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progressive move away from a strongly focused practical hands-on emphasis in 

cooking, food service and hotel operation to a greater emphasis on service quality, 

total quality management, technological applications in the industry and 

globalisation. Students are encouraged to obtain the more practical training through 

on-going employment’ (2007:114). 

In our research, the institutions that retained practical facilities were seen to be 

in a stronger market position and participants from institutions that still had them all 

claimed that these were significant assets, although they also recognised that the 

cost made courses and facilities vulnerable. This echoed Wood’s earlier observation 

(2007:7): ‘The sheer costs of investing in (and maintaining) the facilities required for 

this educational model are not always palatable to the higher education institutions 

that host hotel schools’.  

 

4.5 Business schools and the position of hospitality management 
Roberts (2009) suggested that the (re)location of degree-level tourism and 

hospitality management programs in faculties and schools of business and law, was 

driven by a desire to enhance the status (and thus legitimacy) of the qualification 

through a management focus. Importantly, according to Bird, van de Mortel, Holt and 

Walo, (2015:20), ‘many undergraduate programs were taught as combined degrees 

with arts, social science and business schools where the curriculum is taught by a 

multidisciplinary team of lecturers, only some of whom are [subject] experts’. As 

noted above, our respondents stressed that similar ‘shifts’ in the UK hospitality 

higher education sector had led to a number of generic subjects such as marketing 

and human resource management being taught by non-hospitality academics, which 

was seen to create several challenges. Firstly, the lack of specialisation limited 

students’ development of necessary applied knowledge and understanding. 

Secondly, some colleagues in our sample felt this ‘dilution’ of their subject specialism 

posed risks to a sense of identity among hospitality academics, further undermining 

the visibility and status of hospitality management in some institutions. As one 

participant surmised:  

 

I think a challenge is, when you’re moving into a business school, you can 

lose your identity because you become part of this big powerful business 

school and you’re a small cog in this big system. Most of us will be in 

business schools and therefore how do we survive, how do we prosper 

within a business school? I think that’s an issue.  

 

Other colleagues, however, seemed to see this as an inevitable development 

trajectory for hospitality management provision and saw the teaching of hospitality 

within generic business-focused courses as a legitimate survival strategy.  

The tensions between hospitality’s intellectual development and the constraints 

in its provision also need to be seen in the broader context of higher education and 

research. The UK Research Assessment Exercise (RAE), now the Research Excellence 

Framework (REF), and the growing influence of ranking exercises and journal quality 

guides have presented a number of challenges for the field. Hospitality has often 
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been included in Business and Management submissions in the RAE and REF, which 

has not always served it well (Litteljohn, 2004). Furthermore, prior to 2015, 

hospitality journals were ranked less highly in the Association of Business Schools’ 

Academic Journal Guide. The position of hospitality journals improved in the revised 

2015 edition of the Guide. It is also useful to highlight that hospitality journals 

performed much better in other international ranking exercises, for example in the 

2013 Australian Business Deans Council’s Journal Quality List. Nevertheless, research 

assessment exercises and associated metrification practices have not helped 

hospitality; and, coupled with the rising cost of its provision, these pressures 

undoubtedly discouraged institutional investment in learning and teaching in this 

area.  

The problems raised by the growth of research metrics and audit cultures are not 

unique to hospitality (Ayikoru et al., 2009; Butler & Spoelstra, 2014; Mingers & 

Willmott, 2013). However, the historical development and vocational focus of 

hospitality education means that their impacts may affect learning and teaching in 

this area more acutely than other branches of management education. It is also 

important to stress that this situation has changed somewhat, with recent analyses 

suggesting that there has been significant growth and maturing of hospitality 

research overall (Lynch et al., 2011; Rivera & Upchurch, 2008; Rivera & Pizam, 2015; 

Ryan, 2015). Nevertheless, the pressure to strive for ‘research excellence’, however 

this is defined, will continue to be another driver shaping learning and teaching in 

hospitality. Research productivity will have to co-exist with the desire to maintain 

strong links with industry and to provide excellent ‘employability-focused' student 

experiences, with fewer resources. Emerging evaluation initiatives such as the 

Teaching Excellence Framework (TEF) in the UK are likely to increase pressures on 

colleagues and institutions by expanding cultures of surveillance, auditing and 

bureaucracy.  

 

4.6 Tensions between academia and practice 
A further challenge for hospitality colleagues was the perceived tension between 

academia and the academic teaching of hospitality and the practical nature of 

hospitality management, which has been acknowledged previously by commentators 

(see e.g. Raybould & Wilkins, 2006). Colleagues in our study felt they had to justify 

their learning and teaching approaches to multiple stakeholders with different 

priorities and values. Some of our respondents suggested that the quest for 

legitimacy was operating on a more fundamental level – centred on practitioner 

recognition of the value of higher education. For example:  

 

I think another big challenge for us, to me, is industry engagement and 

making the hospitality industry realise they need graduates. I think 

they’ve struggled with that concept of the need for graduates, because 

they weren’t graduates themselves. I actually think that there is a 

glimmer of light at the end of the tunnel there, but there’s a long way to 

go, so this engagement with industry I think is critical. 
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Beyond the need to demonstrate relevance in general, our respondents felt that 

practitioners wanted graduates who could step into intensive management roles 

straight after leaving university. This view was highlighted in previous discussions of 

‘job-ready graduates’, for example by Wang et al. (2009:62) who posited that: 

‘tourism higher education, as a major platform for human capital development for 

the tourism industry has a mission to assure the quality of graduates and equip them 

with the particular skills and attributes to enable them to function as sophisticated 

professionals’. The unease associated with such discourses of ‘job-ready’ graduates 

was reflected in our respondents’ narratives, for example:  

 

….there’s increasing expectation from employers that we are going to 

produce more oven-ready graduates who are able to hop into any 

particular establishment that the employer demands and basically be up 

and running, and I think that has implications for us in terms of how we 

teach. There’s a balance there between educating and training people for 

the workforce, which is not what we’re about necessarily, and I do think 

that employers do demand quite a lot and I think that demand will 

increase perhaps as well. 

 

Many of our respondents questioned the extent to which such discourses do and 

should wholly define the scope, content and raison d'être of hospitality management 

education. Colleagues argued that higher education should not simply serve the 

industry and thus teaching should not be limited to training for operational or 

management skills. As one contributor noted: 

  

I’m not sure we always help ourselves sometimes by being seen as a sort 

of conveyor belt for managers for industry… we’ll always be vocationally 

oriented to provide people with the skills, hard and soft skills that the 

industry needs, but I think it’s a mistake to let industry think that that’s all 

we’re for, and I think it’s a mistake for us to think that’s what we’re for.  

 

This view is supported in the literature, for example by Airey and Tribe (2000) who 

argued that tourism education must do much more than reflect the immediate needs 

of the workplace or the immediate demands of entry-level employment positions. 

Nevertheless, participants acknowledged that they wanted to develop highly 

employable graduates who were prepared to take on hospitality management 

positions, which drove them to defend hospitality–specific teaching, including the 

maintenance of practical and experiential elements of hospitality courses, which was 

not always easy in a business school.  

 

4.7 The future of hospitality educational provision 
Colleagues generally agreed that the challenges identified above are going to 

intensify in the future, driving innovation in higher education in general and 

hospitality management education specifically, and placing additional burdens on 

academic staff. However, there was disagreement about the form and scope of the 
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changes. Two emerging themes were the creation of new partnerships and new 

modes of delivery.  

Colleagues from several institutions said that the need to reduce costs and the 

desire to maintain close links with management practice will drive the development 

of new partnerships. More of the practical training and experiential learning will take 

place outside of traditional university spaces and models. University staff will 

continue to provide academic input but practical learning will be led by hospitality 

professionals, and increasingly done in workplaces. It was acknowledged that this has 

associated challenges particularly in assuring consistency in learning and teaching 

experiences. Student and practitioner expectations and inputs will have to be 

managed carefully to maintain these learning and teaching models.  

It was felt that the future of hospitality management education will involve new 

models of delivery and programme designs. The well-recognised changes in the 

higher education environment and the current profile of hospitality students are 

likely to lead to new forms of educational provision and partnership models (cf. Feng, 

Chiang, Su, & Yang, 2015; Pang, Wong, & Wong, 2013; Pizam, Okumus, & Hutchinson, 

2013; Zwaal & Otting, 2015). It may also be the case that future provision may 

involve new, privately-financed educational providers.  

Participants in one interview raised the prospect of two-year undergraduate 

degrees, a strategy adopted in some private educational institutions, which would 

require intensive, three-term teaching. Colleagues considered the impacts of this 

approach on learning and the student experience. It was felt that the reduction in 

fees and living costs could make this attractive, although there were concerns around 

the impacts on engagement and the overall student experience. The development of 

two-year master’s programmes was also suggested to help students, especially 

international ones, to settle and develop at a more suitable pace. 

It was also felt that institutions seeking to keep their practical provision will also 

have to continue to develop financial and management models that ensure facilities 

can generate income and be utilised by other courses or institutional stakeholders. 

This is likely to require practical facilities to be much more externally facing, creating 

multiple income streams, opening for longer periods and adopting flexible 

approaches to staffing. Again, managing the different expectations of students, 

customers, staff and university administrators is going to be a challenge as learning 

and teaching will only be one of its functions. 

Finally, numerous participants also highlighted how the growing popularity of 

events management was changing learning and teaching in hospitality. The demand 

for events-related teaching was perceived to drive greater integration of events 

elements into hospitality courses and the development of event-hospitality hybrid 

courses to sustain hospitality management provision in institutions. It was felt that 

failure to do this could undermine hospitality provision as students opted for events 

modules, units or courses instead of hospitality ones. In some institutions, colleagues 

noted a sense of tribalism: events staff sought to create an academic identity that 

was distinct from hospitality and tourism, which constrained joint teaching provision.  

The rise in popularity of events management can thus be seen as a threat and an 

opportunity for hospitality. It is a threat insofar as it attracts some students away 
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from studying hospitality. However, incorporating elements of events management 

into hospitality courses, which is already evident, offers opportunities to enhance the 

content and appeal of hospitality. Furthermore, event management often involves 

hospitality management principles and practices, so event management courses may 

benefit from integrating hospitality elements into their courses. For example, this 

may involve using practical kitchen and restaurant facilities previously used 

exclusively for hospitality operations training. The ability to create and capitalise on 

such synergies may depend on the strategic cooperation of hospitality and event 

colleagues. However, events, like hospitality has attempted to create a distinct 

identity in the academic marketplace as it has evolved (cf. Getz, 2002; Kashef, 2015; 

Silvers, Bowdin, O’Toole, & Nelson, 2005). The desire to maintain distinctiveness may 

result in further academic tribalism, which undermines cooperation in the long term. 

 

5. Conclusion 
There is no doubt that the higher education sector in general and hospitality 

education in particular is facing significant challenges. We provide a summary of key 

challenges identified in our study in Table 1. As our data and reading of the literature 

have shown, the marketization of higher education, the globalised nature of 

competition for educational provision, and changes in the funding of higher 

education has required institutions to scrutinise the scope and form of hospitality 

management education. Our data reflect the challenges caused by the constriction of 

hospitality management education and its integration into business and management 

schools and faculties. Moreover, we have examined how these processes, interacting 

with more general practices of management surveillance, measurement and 

valuation, and initiatives to drive efficiency, have radically reshaped hospitality 

management education. Its provision has thus moved away from traditional, sector-

specialised craft-centric models of delivery towards ones that are more closely 

aligned with general management and business fields. At the same time, hospitality 

academia has sought to develop its unique intellectual identity and directions whilst 

attempting to maintain its relevance to commercial practice and its practitioners. 

These challenges have emerged at the same time that pedagogic practices and the 

nature of student engagement across multiple domains of higher education are 

transforming – adopting new values and technologies that are themselves disruptive.  

It is possible to argue that the majority of challenges and debates highlighted in 

this study reflect ones that have been (re)emerging throughout the history of 

hospitality management education. However, this should not be seen as a failure of 

the subject to evolve. Practitioners in other fields also continue to engage in debates 

concerning the fundamental purpose of their endeavours and the tensions between 

theorising, academic credibility, practitioner focus and ‘real-world’ impact (see e.g. 

Biggart, 2016). The continuing practice of critical reflection should therefore be seen 

as the ongoing maturation of the subject area: questioning its practices and 

stakeholders, and the challenges involved, is key to its future survival. 

As previously suggested, hospitality management provision in the future could 

indeed be enhanced by incorporating other disciplinary influences, ranging from arts, 

humanities as well as the social and ‘harder’ sciences (cf. HEFCE, 1998; Lashley, 2008; 
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Lugosi et al., 2009). These may help to give the subject further legitimacy in the wider 

higher educational landscape. However, any such disruptive innovation will have to 

operate in an environment with growing managerialism, globalised market 

competition and increasingly complex socio-cultural, technological and political 

forces. 

Moves by individuals and institutions to integrate hospitality into more general 

management degrees may be seen as a dilution of its provision but it can be seen by 

colleagues within and beyond Anglospheric parts of the world as opportunities to 

maintain their distinctiveness by continuing to provide tailored hospitality 

management education that develops sector-specific competencies through 

experiential learning. The threats of provisional constriction should also be seen 

alongside the flourishing of hospitality (management) scholarship that has helped to 

develop the intellectual credibility of the field. The combination of scholarly self-

reflection, institutional constriction and the pressure to achieve ‘higher levels’ of 

pedagogic outcomes and research outputs may therefore result in hospitality 

management education surviving as a smaller but intellectually stronger area of 

higher education in the UK and other parts of the world such as Australia. Such 

decreasing competition and greater academic credibility may also help educational 

providers in the Middle East, Asia and South America to thrive.      

The study is limited to UK academics and we do not claim to have assembled a 

representative sample. Therefore we encourage future research that explores 

further, through larger and more representative samples, how the challenges 

identified here emerge elsewhere, in UK and international contexts. The themes 

highlighted through this study could also inform further quantitative studies that link 

these challenges with issues such as staff satisfaction, turnover and productivity. 

Importantly, future studies can and should also explore further how individual and 

collaborative solutions are enacted within organisational settings, including the 

factors that facilitate or inhibit positive change.  

 

Table 1. Summary of key challenges identified 
• There is a perceived increase in the fragmentation of student engagement and 

growing instrumentality in their learning. 

• Evidence of independent thinking and learning is decreasing and students are 

requesting information to be provided in smaller, accessible units, and with 

greater curation by teaching staff. 

• Technology and internet access to information is shaping how students engage 

with learning and teaching, leading to a perceived decline in the critical 

consumption of information. 

• Students’ multitasking with technology is often seen to exasperate fragmented 

engagement and disrupt ‘deep learning’, particularly during classes. 

• Technology can also be used to enhance delivery and support flexible 

engagement for students, for example in the use of lecture capture and 

podcasting. However, it requires the development of new competencies and 

processes; its development and utilisation is dependent on staff and the 
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institutions’ willingness and ability to invest in resources, which may not always 

be viable as competition for resources and pressures for outputs increase.  

• The growing presence of (and institutional marketing focus on) international 

students will continue to present challenges for the student and staff experience. 

• Institutional strategies looking to make efficiency gains through course designs 

with generic content and mixed cohorts will undermine specialised hospitality 

management education. 

• The intensification of work, with growing managerialism, is likely to place 

increasing pressure on staff who have to meet widening sets of performance 

indicators. 

• There will be growing pressure on institutions with practical facilities to justify 

their maintenance, create new uses and/or revenue streams for facilities, or to 

find alternative models to provide practical experience. 

• The location of hospitality management programmes in business schools and 

faculties is likely to continue to threaten the distinctiveness of hospitality 

management programmes. 

• The addition of research performance evaluation exercises such as the UK’s REF 

will continue to place additional pressures on staff to produce ‘excellent’ 

research in an increasingly competitive environment.  

• The debate concerning the tensions between theory and practice, and the need 

to drive intellectual credibility whilst maintaining relevance to practitioners will 

continue. 

• The future of hospitality will most likely require the establishment of new 

partnerships and new models of delivery to a) underpin employability, b) help 

maintain the relevance of education to practice and c) ensure the financial 

viability of courses. New models may require greater use of work-based learning, 

the outsourcing of practical teaching and may involve further partnerships with 

commercial organisations. The involvement of further stakeholders will create 

new challenges around the management of (potentially incompatible) values, 

expectations and resources.  

• The rise of events management may undermine the viability of hospitality 

management education and scholarship, particularly if it leads to greater 

academic tribalism and events courses attract students away from hospitality.   
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