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Abstract The COVID-19 pandemic has profoundly impacted the hospitality and
tourism industries, necessitating rapid adaptation to unprecedented challenges. This
study explores the role of digital employer engagement and learning in ensuring
the resilience and continuity of hospitality and tourism businesses during crises.
Additionally, the study examines the integration of digital tools in an electronic
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platform to maintain academic institution—student engagement, facilitate continuous
learning, and upskill the workforce in response to evolving industry demands. The
focus group formation aimed to gain information mainly on the needs, areas, and
forms of collaboration between the HTI and the HEIs through a digital platform.
The research highlights the analysis of focus groups with tourism industry profes-
sionals in Latvia, Cyprus, Greece, Bulgaria, and Spain, with the results providing
insight on the creation of an online platform of communication. The platform brings
together students, academics, and industry professionals in an interactive approach
to managing opportunities for the industry.

Keywords Pandemic - Crises - Higher education + Tourism industry -
Technology - Online platform - Industry-academia cooperation

JEL Classification 123 - 033

1 Introduction

COVID-19 pandemic was an unparalleled and very disruptive event for the tourism
industry (Li & Agyeiwaah 2023, Gofran et al., 2022, Wassler & Fan, 2021, Tiwari
et al., 2020). More specifically, a pandemic is a widespread occurrence of a disease
that affects a significant number of individuals across various countries or continents.
It usually entails the emergence of a novel infectious disease that most individuals
lack immunity to, resulting in significant health consequences and often necessi-
tating worldwide coordination in response. Any crisis forces the alteration of normal
life and enforces the adjustment of new conditions. Education has impacted immedi-
ately, to any circumstance of crises the government, academic institutions, educators,
and students are called to adjust to an online environment. Thus, various pedagog-
ical trends dictate the necessity of empowering students to become adept at learning,
lifelong learners, and responsive to the ever-changing nature of knowledge. Addition-
ally, to engage in dialogical teaching (Alexander, 2004) to interrogate knowledge and
taken-for-granted assumptions and to construct a new knowledge base by adopting
an informed, reflective, reflexive, and erudite approach to their learning. Technology
is an enabler tool with great flexibility that can lead to innovative approaches to
learning and teaching.

Having said the above, the paper considers the alteration of tourism and hospi-
tality education and suggests a new way of digital communication and interaction
among the main stakeholders. In particular, the study considers the results of the
funded program entitled “Digital Employer Engagement and Learning for Hospi-
tality and Tourism under Pandemic and Other Crisis Situation DeelforHost,” by the
EC under Erasmus 4+ KA?2, Cooperation among organizations and institutions in HE
(February 2022—August 2024). The aim of the article is to identify gaps in interaction
among industry and academia and suggest a solution to bring together employees,
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academic, and students/graduates in an interactive online environment. In partic-
ular, to identify how digital transformation can be applied to strengthen cooperation
between employers and universities, which is more necessary than ever, in the effort
to recover from the negative effects of the pandemic, which is still affecting many
businesses. The paper is structured as follows. The next part considers tourism educa-
tion and acknowledges the gap in communication among academics and industry.
This is part of methodology, followed by results, discussion, and conclusion.

2 Literature Review

2.1 Tourism and Hospitality Education: Academia
and Industry Gap

Tourism studies have gained prominence in tertiary education over the last few years
(Airey et al., 2015; Li et al., 2023; Shariff, 2013). Because of the increase in tourism
arrivals and the industry’s popularity have dramatically impacted the academic status
and importance of tourism studies and created a demand for highly skilled staff
(Dale & Robinson, 2001; Shariff, 2013; Yang & Ren, 2021). Tourism including
hospitality as a discipline borrows ideas and sources of investigation from real-life
situations that relate to practical aspects of tourism and hospitality management
and supplement the restricted nature of specific tourism-oriented theories (Yang &
Ren, 2021; Yiu & Law, 2012). The pluralistic theoretical underpinnings and the
cosmopolitan nature of tourism studies lie in the fact that tourism and its related
sectors have a dynamic presence in the global marketplace (Shaw & Williams, 2004).
Examined by an amalgamation of a broad spectrum of general theories and concepts.

According to Ayikoru et al. (2009:11), “tourism education can be described as one
of the main subsectors of the multifaceted tourism phenomenon and one whose mani-
festation could impact the whole of the tourism sector, directly or indirectly.” Many
studies identified the gap between theory and practice and emphasized academics and
their struggle to close the gap and get closer to industry. As a result, other researchers
(Han & Yoon, 2015; Liasidou et al., 2019) have discussed how tourism educators
have traditionally struggled to bridge the gap between theory and practice with actual
lectures taking place in hotels. In the existing literature, there is also a gap in the
exploration and comparison of the perceptions of industry experts, educators, and
students within the hospitality industry (Min et al., 2016, Tsai et al., 2006, Zhang &
Wu, 2004, Kriegl, 2000, Breiter & Dements, 1996, Ashley et al., 1995). Additionally,
there is a gap in how students understand the industry and the industry’s actual stance
in the business environment (Zhang & Wu, 2004). In most cases, hospitality students
encounter a disappointing experience during their industrial placement, which nega-
tively impacts their access to the industry after graduation and reflecting on their
needs.
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The need for getting closer with the industry is imperative in order to prepare effec-
tively graduate students who will have the relevant knowledge, skills, and attributes
to respond to the demands of their working environment (Hodgkinson & Rousseau,
2009; McCleary & Weaver, 2009). In a study by Stuart-Hoyle (2003), the results
are indicative and suggest that “there are discrepancies between existing programs
and what academics and industry professionals perceive as being important” (:49).
The only study that examines this interaction is Feng et al.’s (2015), which moves
beyond “bi-relative cooperation” and discusses “tri-relative cooperation” (46) among
academic faculty, industry practitioners, and students. This trilateral cooperation
constitutes the key to success in hospitality studies (Kim & Jeong 2018). This is
true, during internships, where educators have the role to monitor and supervise the
training along with the responsible manager (Stansbie & Nash, 2016).

Additionally, by getting closer to industry practitioners the educator can update
the curriculum content with courses suitable for the needs of the industry (Min
et al. 2016). Industry professionals often claim that what educators teach in the
classroom is outdated and out of context (Gursoy et al., 2012). Thus, it is imperative
to make immediate contact with industry experts to get them involved in curriculum
development with updated and practice-based content (Shariff, 2013). The tourism
curriculum will embody the “current and relevant prevailing needs and expectations
of the industry” (Gursoy et al., 2012: 33), and promote teaching practices to enable
students to develop and form their personal attributes or social skills for the industry
(Weber et al., 2015; Yiu & Law, 2012). According to Tribe (2002:340) “curriculum
is defined as a whole educational experience packaged as a degree program.” In
tourism studies, the curriculum development varies and “curriculum is defined as a
whole educational experience packaged as a degree program” (Tribe, 2002, p. 340).

In order to adequately prepare graduate students to meet the requirements of their
future work environments, it is crucial to establish a strong connection with the
industry (Liasidou, 2016). This will ensure that these students possess the necessary
knowledge, skills, and attributes. According to a study conducted by Stuart-Hoyle in
2003, the findings indicate that there are differences between current initiatives and
the priorities identified by academics and industry professionals. The sole investiga-
tion that explores this connection is conducted by Feng et al. (2015), which surpasses
the concept of “bi-relative cooperation” and delves into the realm of “tri-relative
cooperation” (46) involving academic staff, industry practitioners, and students.
During internships, educators play a crucial role in monitoring and supervising the
training, alongside the responsible manager (Stansbie & Nash, 2016).

Regarding tourism and hospitality education, Xu et al. (2018) proposed that
students should be regarded as customers. This means that it is crucial to determine
their actual requirements in order to enhance their understanding of the industry
and provide them with more opportunities to interact with professionals in the field
during their academic journey (Yang & Ren, 2021). By considering the opinions and
requirements of students, educational materials and curricula can be enhanced, and
industry professionals can be motivated to participate in the educational process, such
as by serving as guest speakers during the learning process (McCleary & Weaver,
2009). The above highlights the need to get closer to the industry, with students
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and graduates as the central point. The COVID-19 pandemic, as experienced, urged
for more actions to better understand the consequences caused and the procedures
followed by the industry (Shi et al., 2022; Tiwari et al., 2020). The future of tourism
academia is based on the exploitation of technology in all aspects. The next part
discusses the study’s methodology.

3 Methodology

The study is based on European Funded program ‘Digital Employer Engagement
and Learning for Hospitality and Tourism under Pandemic and Other Crisis Situa-
tion “DeelforHost,” is an ongoing two-year project (until August 2024) funded by
the EC under Erasmus + KA2, Cooperation among organizations and institutions in
HE. The consortium of the project consists of the coordinator, which is the Univer-
sity of Piraeus Research Centre in Greece and six partners: the Cyprus University
of Technology, the Ikonomicheski Universitet-Varna in Bulgaria, the Universitat
de les Illes Balears in Spain, the University of Cyprus in Cyprus, the Vidzemes
Turisma Asociacija, in Latvia and the European Association of Erasmus Coordina-
tors in Cyprus. The results are useful and can contribute to the existing literature
by informing hotel and tourism professionals and academics of how to close the
gap of communication and provide an updated content of teaching and learning. In
particular, the study aims to answer the following questions:

RQ1 What are the main needs in establishing an essential collaboration among
industry and academia, especially during crises?

RQ2 How can digital collaboration create opportunities for interaction and commu-
nication?

The study uses focus groups, that is, a research methodology employed to gather
data by means of group interaction (Lange, 2002). The group consists of a limited
number of meticulously chosen individuals who engage in discussions on a specific
subject. Focus groups are utilized to ascertain and investigate the cognitive and
behavioral patterns of individuals, shedding light on enquiries related to the reasons,
content, and methods of their thoughts and actions.

The use of focus groups’ discussion suggests that the primary objective is for
participants to articulate their personal experiences concerning the collaboration
remits of industry and academia. The sample approached saturation as the intervie-
wees’ comments were homogeneous and articulated identical issues and concerns
regarding similar views (Guest et al. 2020). The next part presents the results of the
study. In this case, the selection of the group participants sample is nonparametric
because it targeted experts in the HTI. Table 1 presents the details of the conduction
of the focus groups whereas in Table 2 the sample demographics are presented.

The participants come from five countries from the partners below:

PO University of Piraeus, Greece.



38

Table 1 Focus groups details

S. Liasidou et al.

Greece Cyprus Bulgaria Spain Latvia
Date 17 September | 23 May 2022 7 December | 06 June 29 November
2022 2022 2022 2022
Number of 10 9 1242 15 8
participants
Facilitator Professor, Director Associate Head of International
Institutional professor projects project
coordinator manager
Source Authors
Table 2 Focus groups sample demographics
Country Greece Cyprus Spain Bulgaria Latvia
Total 10 | 100% |9 100% |12 | 100% |15 100% |8 100%
Gender | Male 5 50% |6 66.7% |4 | 33.3% |4 26.66% |71 14.28%
Female 5 50% |3 33.3% | 8 333% |11 73.33% | 1 85.72%
Position | Employed in |0 0% 2 22.2% | 1 83% |2 13.33% | 1 14.28%
the
Hospitality
and Tourism
(H&T) sector
as a manager
Union 0 0% 1 11.1% |0 | 0% 2 13.33% | 1 14.28%
representative
Owner of a 3 33% |1 22.2% | 3 25% |0 0% 1 14.28%
H&T
enterprise
Employedin |3 33% |2 22.2% | 3 25% |5 33.33% | 0 0%
a HEI
institution as
faculty
Employedin |0 0% 2 11.1% | 1 83% |0 0% 1 14.28%
a HEI
institution as
administrative
personnel
Studentina |4 25% |1 11.1% |4 |33.3% |0 0% 4 57.14%
HEI academic
institution

Source Authors

P1 Cyprus University of Technology, Cyprus.
P2 Varna University of Economics, Bulgaria.
P3  Universitat de les Illes Balears, Spain.
P5 Vidzemes Tirisma asociacija, Latvia.
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Table 3 Focus groups questions protocol

Question

Is collaboration between educational institutions offering programs in hospitality and tourism
and businesses needed?

‘What are the areas and forms of collaboration that exist between educational institutions
offering programs in hospitality and tourism and enterprises?

Has the pandemic changed the collaboration and how?

‘What are the special demands on the collaboration exerted by the pandemic and other crises?

What are the collaborative needs of each target group (i.e., H&T enterprises, H&T educational
institutions, students of such institutions), and how are those needs different or similar?

How important is the digital collaboration for each group?

Are there any types of digital cooperation already established? Are they effective? Why?

How an efficient and effective online smart platform for digital cooperation, communication,
and learning between employers and educational institutions should be for each group? (a)
Characteristics, (b) functionalities and activities, (c) issues to be taken into consideration/
problems to be avoided

‘What benefits could arise from an efficient and effective online smart platform for each group?

Source Authors

In Table 3 are the questions asked during the focus group discussions. The analysis
of the focus groups’ content involved the grouping of the content on two thematic
networks. The first one is “Industry and Academia needs of collaboration” and the
second one is “Industry and Academia digital collaboration opportunities” The Infra-
nodus Al Text Analysis Tool facilitated the analysis and examined the study’s find-
ings to generate new themes. The analysis is conducted by uploading text, which
allows for the generalization of word and topic clusters and the identification of the
resulting linkages (Paranyushkin, 2019, Tursunkulova et al., n.d.). Thematic anal-
ysis is a widely recognized approach for analyzing the content of interviews, which
closely corresponds to the research aims and questions (Rose & Johnson, 2020).
Reliability refers to the degree of consistency in a measurement, whereas validity
refers to the degree of precision and appropriateness in the method used to collect
data (Guest et al. 2020).

4 Results

4.1 Theme 1: Industry and Academia Needs of Collaboration

The purpose of the focus groups was to gather information primarily on the require-
ments, domains, and modes of cooperation between the HTI and the HEIs using a
digital platform. Amidst the COVID-19 pandemic, tourism and hospitality educa-
tion face significant challenges due to the measures implemented in the business
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(Li & Agyeiwaah 2023, Gofran et al., 2022, Wassler & Fan, 2021). Nevertheless, the
primary takeaway was that having an online presence requires the active engagement
of all stakeholders involved in the sector, fostering a mutually beneficial connection
between the industry and academia. Hospitality and tourism studies focus on inter-
national operations due to the shared nature of service offerings among industry
partners. Enhancing the visibility and interconnection of key stakeholders has the
potential to facilitate robust collaboration within the sector (Yang & Ren, 2021).
Gaining proximity to the industry facilitated a comprehensive comprehension of
real-world scenarios and bridged the disparity between theoretical knowledge and
practical application. Technology pioneers have changed rapid contact and connec-
tion, allowing for efficient communication with a diverse global audience in a short
amount of time (Li & Agyeiwaah 2023).

The initial theme of the analysis examines the significance of strong partnerships
between business and academics in the realm of hospitality education. All participants
said that developing productive engagement with academic institutions is crucial for
a multitude of reasons. The results of Theme 1 are presented in Table 4 with the
generation of four main sub-themes.

Establishing closer links between educational institutions and industry-related
companies will provide a better understanding of the needs of the industry and this
will impact the curricula with updated content. Developing an online platform will
bring a plethora of opportunities to industry-academic institutions and students.

Table 4 Key sub themes: needs of collaboration—industry and academia

Themes Key indicators

1. Future adaptability Practical opportunities for students

Coordination between tourism enterprises and educational
institutions

Better ways of communication—through an innovative online
platform

2. Enterprise satisfaction Exchange of experience and knowledge
Solving Problems
Build a professional profile

3. Technological resilience | Practical opportunities for students

Coordination between tourism enterprises and educational
institutions

Better ways of communication—through an innovative online
platform

Exchange of experience and knowledge Solving Problems
Build a professional profile

4. Mandatory cooperation Adapt quickly to the needs of the industry
Development of Synergies

Exploring new opportunities Getting feedback
Interactive teaching

Source Authors
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Table 5 Key o
themes—platform’s potentials Themes Key indicators
1. Professional development Employment opportunities
Forums

User’s profiles

2. Digital integration User’s profiles
3. Curriculum updates Online courses
4. Interactive networking Forums

User’s profiles

Source Authors

4.2 Theme 2: Industry and Academia Digital Collaboration
Opportunities

The second theme for the analysis deals with the opportunities provided through a
digital platform. The platform will facilitate the collaboration of all industry stake-
holders in an engaging manner. It will achieve this by combining technology and
digital media students gain valuable knowledge and appreciate the importance of
practical training, which equips them with the essential skills needed for professional
success in the field. Forging stronger connections between educational institutions
and industry-related organizations will enhance comprehension of industry require-
ments, leading to the integration of current content into curriculum (Shariff, 2013).
Creating an online platform will provide several prospects for industry-academic
institutions. Table 5 summarizes the platform’s main content.

4.3 Electronic Platform—An Electronic Hub of Tourism
and Hospitality

The platform was designed for Higher Education Institutions (HEIs), their adminis-
tration, faculty, students/graduates, and employers in the Hotel and Tourism Industry
sector. This includes individuals and organizations from both the consortium’s coun-
tries and other regions. Its primary focus is on transferability, with the intention of
serving as an accessible repository of knowledge and a user-friendly platform. The
development and publications will be openly shared, and stakeholders are strongly
urged to participate. The establishment of an online communication platform can
bring together all of the industry’s stakeholders. In particular, the capabilities include
user profiles and discussion forums.

The innovation involves facilitating online communication, collaboration, and
education within the HTI sector, by forming strategic partnerships with HEIs in the
field. The platform’s features encompass employer participation in online research
and curriculum development, employer engagement in curriculum delivery, provision
of digital learning and Continuous Professional Development (CPD) opportunities,
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facilitation of online research and product development, functioning as an online
social network, support for industry placement programs, and assistance in candi-
date recruitment, screening, and interviewing. The platform is anticipated to have a
positive effect on the specified target groups and the HTT sector in its entirety.

The DEELforHOST platform’s potential underscores the fact that faculty
members should grasp the opportunity to update their knowledge of current trends
in the industry and pass on this knowledge to students, thus ensuring that they are
better prepared when they enter the working environment.

4.4 Description of the Platform

4.4.1 Home Page

When you visit the website, the homepage is displayed by default. While everyone has
access to the website, the main functionalities of the platform require user registration.
You can access the platform by clicking on “Platform Main Page” from the top menu.
The platform consists of three main components: the Forum, the Profiles Directory,
and the Interactive Country Map.

44.2 Forum

By clicking on the Forum, you can view the DeelforHost forum. In the forum, all
registered users can share their personal opinions, problems, and issues on various
topics, as well as respond to discussions initiated by other users. Users can create
topics within predefined categories, which include:

(a) Current Issues in Tourism and Hospitality,
(b) Tourism and Hospitality Education,

(c) Tourism and Hospitality Job Opportunities,
(d) Reading Suggestions, and

(e) Events/Conferences.

Some of these categories also have sub-categories.

4.4.3 Profiles Directory

The second component of the platform is the Profiles Directory. Here, you can find
and view the profiles of all registered users. You can search for profiles by name or
filter them by category. By clicking on a user’s profile, you can view details such as
their biography, languages spoken, country, CV, etc. While viewing a profile, you
can also contact the user by clicking on “Contact User.” You can type your message,
and by clicking “Send Message,” your message will be sent to the user’s email. The
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“Contact History” section allows you to see the messages exchanged between you and
that user via the platform. If the communication continues through external emails,
these exchanges are not recorded on the platform. Additionally, the Profiles Directory
allows you to obtain email lists by clicking the top orange button. You can copy a list
of all registered users’ emails or select them by category. The mailing list categories
are: Higher Education Institute Staff, Hotel and Tourism Industry Practitioners, and
Students or Graduates.

4.4.4 Interactive Country Map

The third and final component of the platform is the Interactive Country Map. This is
a zoomable map that displays data. The colored countries (in orange) have available
data, while the non-colored ones do not have data yet. Any registered user can add data
to any country. The types of data that can be added include employment opportunities
or learning resources. For instance, if you want to add an employment opportunity,
you click on the desired country, and then click “Add Employment Opportunity.”
You will then need to fill out a form with your name, a contact email, and an optional
description field. After submitting the form, your entry will be reviewed by the site
managers, and upon approval, it will be visible on the map. The map is a valuable
resource for both employers and employees to discover new opportunities worldwide.

4.4.5 Courses

DeelforHost provides useful courses for registered users. These courses were created
by the project partners and are available for free by clicking on “Courses” in the top
menu. To access a course, select it from the list. The course page provides information
and details about the course, such as the materials included and the learning outcomes.
To view the content, you need to enroll, which is free and can be done with just one
click on the “Enroll Now” button. After enrollment, click “Start Learning” to access
the materials. On the left side of the screen, you can find the modules and quizzes.
After completing a module, click “Mark as Complete” to track your progress. You
can take the quizzes an unlimited number of times, and there is no time limit. At the
end of each quiz, you can see your grade and review your answers. You can complete
a course at any time, as your progress is tracked, allowing you to return and finish it
whenever you like.

5 Conclusion

Setting a deeper relationship with the industry enables students to become well-
informed and value practical training, which equips them with the essential skills for
professional success in the industry (Bilal et al., 2022). Online programs of learning
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can be created with updated content from the industry needs. These programs can
also be implemented as professional development opportunities, allowing employees
and students to engage with one another and gain insight into each other’s view-
points, experiences, and professional aspirations. Specifically, the educational setting
can be enhanced by incorporating actual industry case studies, assigning topics for
assignments with input from industry experts, engaging in problem-solving activities,
hosting events at hotels, providing hands-on training in various hotel departments,
and teaching and practicing the use of hotel software systems (Liasidou et al., 2019).
This would allow students to engage in authentic learning experiences and receive
assessments in genuine scenarios, with feedback provided by hotel management and
personnel.

Interacting in a cyber environment with managers and academics is important.
Admittedly, students hold a deep respect for hotel managers, whom they see as their
role models and representations of their desired career paths and professional goals
in the business. As a result, by developing stronger connections with professionals in
the hotel industry, students will enhance their readiness to adapt to their future work
environment. Academics should possess a comprehensive conceptual framework that
encompasses all approaches to engaging with industry, in order to enhance interac-
tion. The study’s results showcase the development of the DEELforHOST elec-
tronic platform (https://https://deel4host.eu/), emphasize the importance of fostering
a closer relationship with the industry, offer a comprehensive understanding of real-
life scenarios, and help bridge the gap between theory and practice. Technology
has pioneered and revolutionized instant contact and interaction with limited time,
catering to a global, multicultural audience. Initiatives for digital employer engage-
ment, like virtual meetings, online training programs, and digital communication
channels, have demonstrated their essential role in maintaining the operational func-
tionality of industry leaders. The implementation of e-learning modules, webinars,
and virtual simulations can enable participants to acquire new skills and adapt to
the changing landscape of the industry. This research provides valuable insights for
industry stakeholders and academics to develop robust strategies incorporating tech-
nology that ensure interaction among industry partners for sustainability and growth
in an increasingly uncertain world.

The management implication of this study is that it is crucial for educational
institutions to establish significant connections, incorporating innovative approaches
to learning and teaching, with the hospitality business. Forging stronger connec-
tions between educational institutions and industry-related companies will enhance
comprehension of the industry’s requirements, thereby influencing the curricula with
current and relevant material. The presence of highly skilled individuals as future
employees in tourism and hotels can undeniably have a favorable impact on both the
business of any country’s tourism services, thereby enhancing its image.

An online symbiosis between academia and industry in tourism and hospi-
tality, stressing dynamic collaboration for resilience, innovation in education like
e-learning, and students’ early exposure to adapt skills for future challenges including
Al integration.
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