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Abstract: The element of training is taken into account seriously by universities providing 
tourism education degrees, hence the development of “sandwich” undergraduate courses 
that incorporate a period of industrial placement aiming at the blending of theory with 
practical experience through experiential learning. The survey presented here was conducted 
in Greece and is objective was to evaluate the outcome of the supervised work experience by 
examining the views of undergraduate tourism and hospitality management students who 
completed their industrial placement period. Data were obtained through personal 
interviews and were of both qualitative and quantitative nature. The tentative results of the 
research, as described in this exploratory study, indicate some areas for concern and allows 
for conclusions to be drawn in relation to further improving and enhancing experiential 
learning. 

Keywords: experiential learning, hospitality education, industrial placement period, 
tourism education, hospitality internships, work placement 

JEL Classification: I23, L83, M12, O15, Z30 

Biographical note: Evangelos Christou is a Professor at the Department of Organisation 
Management, Marketing & Tourism of the International Hellenic University, Greece 
(https://orcid.org/0000-0002-1950-5012). Chryssoula Chatzigeorgiou is an Associate 
Professor at the Department of Organisation Management, Marketing & Tourism of the 
International Hellenic University, Greece (https://orcid.org/0000-0002-9348-992X). 
Corresponding author: Evangelos Christou, e-mail: echristou@ihu.gr 

 

1 INTRODUCTION 

Experiential learning is a critically important curriculum 

component of a degree program in hospitality management. 

Relevant sandwich degree courses (i.e., degrees that include 

a period of industrial placement or some type of supervised 

work experience) are specifically designed to prepare 

undergraduate students for particular employment fields in 

the hotel and catering industry. A period of industrial 

placement is fundamental to the sandwich structure; currently 

more than 93% of the hospitality and/or tourism management 

degree programs in North America and 95% of similar 
courses in Europe require some type of supervised work 

experience (Foucar-Szocki, 1992; Chatzigeorgiou, 2017). 

Despite the fact that a large number of researchers around the 

world have investigated the value of supervised work 

experience or experiential learning through industrial 

placement (IP) in the past, it appears that this field of research 

presents a lot of controversy and requires additional study 

(Prinianaki-Tzorakoleftheraki, 1994; Eaton & Christou, 

1997; Oh & Jeong, 2009). In addition, although much of the 

relevant research conducted internationally has been centered 

on the value of the students’ industrial placement, studies 
have not investigated in depth the undergraduates’ 

perspective of the supervised work experience period and the 

effect on their careers. 

Undergraduate students at the BA in Tourism and Hospitality 

Management course at the International Hellenic University 

(in Greece) have to complete a six-month period of 

supervised work experience. The industrial placement is an 

indispensable component of the course and it has been 

claimed in the past to assist greatly the development of the 
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students’ knowledge and skills that were acquired during 
their studies (Christou, 1999; Christou, 2011). In addition, the 

IP is expected to influence positively both the continuation of 

the students’ studies after they return to the university as well 

as to finding a permanent job after graduation (Rowe, 1995; 

Christou & Sigala, 2000; 2001). The study described in this 

paper was aiming at investigating in depth the characteristics 

of these two issues. The specific objectives of the survey 

were: a) to investigate the contribution of supervised work 

experience to skill and knowledge development of 

undergraduate students of the BA in Tourism and Hospitality 

Management course; b) to explore student experience and 

reaction to IP; and c) to identify existing drawbacks and 
limitations of the IP period.  

The IP element of an undergraduate requires significant 

investment of university resources (Fu & Kapiki, 2016). All 

stakeholders related to these resources (students, host 

organisations from the hospitality and tourism industry, and 

educators) need to look for ways in which to achieve a 

justifiable return on investment (Chatzigeorgiou & Christou, 

2016). Therefore, the assessment of IP outcomes is essential 

for educators, universities, students and employers. In 

addition, the outcomes of the exploratory research described 

here could serve as stimuli for the implementation of more 
in-depth investigation of IP in the future. Apart from these 

benefits, the research described here is justified by its great 

potential in terms of practical use. Its outcomes may provide 

practical solutions to problems faced by the parties involved 

in the organisation and execution of the IP period and may 

provide usable information for further improving 

undergraduate programs in hospitality management. 

2 THEORETICAL FRAMEFORK 

Nature of hospitality management education 

What is hospitality management education? Is it an applied 

or a professional discipline? There is no clear answer to what 

hospitality management education is; many researchers like 

Lundberg (1990), Ferreira (1992) and Samenfink (1992) have 

tried to define it by examining its educational nature. Based 

on the essence of the art of management Laesecke (1991) 

stated that the role of hospitality educational institutions must 
be to produce graduates who can think, lead, and solve 

problems. Casado (1992) and Defranco (1992) suggested that 

hospitality students must receive similar amount of 

professional concepts, general business principles, and liberal 

studies. Pavesic (1993) explained that “education must be 

thought as a journey, not a destination” and Pizam (1995), 

following a marketing-based approach to education, 

suggested that the ultimate customers (or recipients of 

benefits) in hospitality education are not the students of hotel 

and catering courses but the society in general and the 

hospitality and tourism industry.  
The organisational structure of most hospitality firms is 

becoming horizontal rather than vertical in its basic shape, 

due to the widespread adoption of a leaner organizational 

structure requiring personnel multiskilling (Hodge, Anthony 

& Gales, 1996; Christou, 2013). Hence, the hospitality 

graduates of the future will have to carry out a multi-

department manager role who bring together multiple 

competencies and multi-skilling (Williams & DeMicco, 
1998; Christou & Nella, 2010).  

It cannot be argued that hospitality management education is 

about the management of hotel and catering operations and 

organisations. Therefore, hospitality management education 

is a function of the acquisition of knowledge and skills about 

management in a way similar to that of other business 

administration courses; and, the acquisition of knowledge 

and competencies related to hotel and catering operations in 

a similar way to craft courses. In addition, higher education 

in hospitality should assist the student to develop 

communications and interpersonal "soft” skills and learn how 

to lead others (Goodman & Sprague, 1991; Eaton & Christou, 
2000). The development of students’ interpersonal skills is 

considered to be of paramount importance according to the 

views of the hospitality industry (Tas, 1988; Baum, 1990; 

Eaton & Christou, 1997; 2006; 2010; Christou & 

Karamanidis, 1999a, 1999b; Christou & Sigala, 2002). 

 

Supervised work experience and industrial placement for 

hospitality students 

A common distinction between education and training is that 

establishments like universities mainly provide education 

while employers (organisations) usually provide vocational 
training. This distinction, which is the cornerstone of the 

traditional view towards education and training, suggests that 

education is for professionals and training is for the artisan 

and the unskilled (Baum, 1995). However, in today’s 

environment, it is not realistic to impose an absolute 

distinction between education and training because they are 

not exactly two independent routes. Both the educational 

establishments (Fitzgerald & Cullen, 1991; Ford & LeBruto, 

1995; Chatzigeorgiou et al., 2017; 2019) and employers 

(Partlow, 1996; Harris, 1997; Lyons & Branston, 2006) 

around the world have adopted this approach. 

The element of training is taken into account seriously by 
universities, hence the development of “sandwich” 

undergraduate courses that incorporate a period of industrial 

placement (Hogg, 1994; LeBruto & Murray, 1994; Christou, 

2003) aiming at the blending of theory with practical 

experience through experiential learning (DiMicelli, 1998; 

Nair & George, 2016). It should be noted that, what is called 

in Europe as “industrial placement period” or more often as 

“supervised work experience” is usually called in North 

America as “internship”. According to Petrillose and 

Montgomery (1998) the most popular of the experiential 

learning models in North America are the internships. 
However, research on internship programs has shown 

significant gaps in expectations between industry, students 

and hospitality educators (Downey & DeVeau, 1988; 

Christou & Kassianidis, 2002; Sigala & Christou, 2003; 

2007).  

Student internships ranked third in the top twenty-seven 

components of quality in a hospitality undergraduate 

program (Pavesic, 1996; Valachis et al., 2008; 2009). The 

goal of experiential learning through a period of supervised 

work experience is for students to gain valuable work 

experience with an appropriate employer in the hospitality 

industry. Students have the opportunity through internships 
to develop analytical and leadership skills along with the 

concept of a productive worker (Cargill, 1996; Barron, 2008). 
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In addition, students develop more realistic expectations of 
the professional world, faculty are up to date on trends and 

demands of the hospitality industry, and industry 

professionals are aware of the particular objectives of 

university education (Dresh & Gregory, 1989; Benavides et 

al., 2013). 

In fact, IP appears to bridge the gap between classroom or 

textbook theory and the practical side of applying it in a real 

hospitality setting (Busby & Gibson, 2010). The supervised 

work experience period can assist students to learn how to 

cultivate communication, tolerance and interpersonal skills 

(Wisch, 1989; Chatzigeorgiou & Simeli, 2017). The 

hospitality industry can assist in training the next generation 
of managers by working closely with educational institutions 

to appropriately blend theory and practice (Hill & Reed, 

1983; Chen et al, 2018). 

Students’ satisfaction with their IP in terms of satisfaction 

with their jobs as learning experiences was measured by 

Nelson (1997). At the same time, Emenheiser, Clayton and 

Tas (1997) empirically determined students’ perceptions of 

the effectiveness of the IP phase. The work described here 

was aiming at the assessment of the IP period for students of 

the Department of Organisation Management, Marketing & 

Tourism of the International Hellenic University, in Greece; 
students are required to undertake an industrial placement for 

six months. They have freedom of choice in terms of location 

and hospitality sector. However, the Department provides 

assistance to most students to find a host company. 

3 RESEARCH METHODOLOGY 

The survey presented here was conducted in Greece between 

April and October 2018. Its objective was to evaluate the 

outcome of the supervised work experience, by examining 

the views of BA in Tourism and Hospitality Management 

students at the International Hellenic University who 

completed their IP during the last six months. The data were 

obtained through personal interviews and were of both 

qualitative and quantitative nature. The quantitative 

information was gathered by using a structured questionnaire. 

To gather qualitative or “rich” information, depth interviews 

and focus groups were conducted using an informal 
discussion method with no structured questions. 

The questionnaire was containing a variety of close-end 

multiple choice and dichotomous questions. While wording 

and laying it out, a lot of effort was spent in avoiding bias, 

using clear and concise words and avoiding ambiguous or 

leading questions (Christou et al., 2008). Additional 

consideration was given to the sequence of the questions, 

ensuring a logical flow by using the “funnel” technique 

(Chisnal, 1986). A pilot test was carried out in the 10% of the 

sample. The survey was anonymous, but limited data for the 

respondent were collected. 
The chosen form of the depth interviews was that of “free 

response”, giving the respondents a great deal of freedom in 

discussing their experiences and in answering questions 

arising from the general points of discussion. All interviews 

were conducted by adopting the “funnel” technique to the 

particular needs of qualitative research: the discussion started 

on the broadest possible level and gradually narrowed down 

through progressively more restricted channels. A list of 
points, which the interviews were going to cover, was 

prepared in advance. These points revolved around the 

following themes: the skills and knowledge gained from the 

IP; overall evaluation of the IP; the quality of the educational 

preparation for the reality of the workplace; other issues that 

were raised by the respondents. The researcher (without 

directly influencing the research) guided all interviews, so 

that all of the above themes were covered adequately.  

The population under investigation consisted of all the 

students in the BA in Tourism and Hospitality Management 

course at the International Hellenic University that had 

completed their IP during the last six months (134 students in 
total). The sample was selected by using the census method 

and it consisted of the 134 students who undertook their IP at 

different hotels all over Greece. Hence, there was achieved a 

response rate of 100 percent. 

4 SURVEY FINDINGS AND DISCUSSION  

 The most significant of the results obtained are presented in 

tables 1, 2, 3,4 and 5. It is widely accepted that students who 

have not worked in the hospitality industry may have pre-

made perceptions of a glamorous industry (Woods, 1990); 

most students start their education with a positive attitude 

towards the hospitality industry (Purcell & Quinn, 1995 

Sigala & Christou, 2006). The survey reported here attempted 

to discover if students became disillusioned and if so, 

whether they recovered. According to the outcome of the 

personal interviews, 69 per cent of the students admitted to 
some period of disillusionment ranging from a couple of 

weeks to 20 weeks, with an average period of 4.8 weeks. The 

major reasons suggested for the disillusionment were being 

away from friends and relatives and experiencing a stressful 

and exhausting work environment. 48 per cent of the students 

did recover but 16 per cent did not and therefore completed 

their IP period in a state of considerable disillusionment. 

 

Table 1: Development of students' key management 

competencies during their studies (before the IP period) 

 

A. Key management 
competencies 

Development of competencies 
during studies 

High 
(%) 

Medium 
(%) 

Low 
(%) 

Solving customer 
problems 
Human resource 

management skills 
Oral communication 
Basic management 
principles 
Positive peer relationships 
Professional standards 
Knowledge of ethics 
Written communication 

Professional appearance 
and poise 

5 
 

24 

 
15 
32 
 

21 
 
8 
12 

48 
0 

20 
 

56 

 
18 
38 
 

57 
 

13 
16 

33 
8 

75 
 

20 

 
67 
30 
 

22 
 

78 
72 

19 
92 

 

All of the interviewees expressed the view that the industrial 

placement was, to an extent, an effective way of putting their 
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newly acquired knowledge and skills to a real-life test. The 
majority of the students (88%) agreed that by the end of the 

placement phase they had a better understanding of the 

hospitality and tourism industry and of the potential of their 

future careers in it. They also added that although prior to 

their IP they were not psychologically prepared for formal 

work responsibilities, they gained valuable experience from 

being in a real-life working environment. 

 

Table 2: Contribution of IP period to the further development 

of key management competencies 

 

B. Key management 
competencies 

Contribution of supervised work 
experience 

High 
(%) 

Medium 
(%) 

Low 
(%) 

Solving customer 
problems 

Human resource 
management skills 
Oral communication 
Basic management 
principles 
Positive peer relationships 
Professional standards 
Knowledge of ethics 
Written communication 

Professional appearance 
and poise 

46 
 

25 
 

64 
27 
 

35 
 

80 
17 

36 
7 

48 
 

63 
 

27 
58 
 

44 
 

20 
73 

57 
75 

6 
 

12 
 
8 
15 
 

21 
 
0 
10 

7 
8 

 

The students’ opinion was that they managed to improve 

greatly their practical skills in hotel and catering operations 

during the placement period. Another area of satisfaction was 

the development of the students' soft skills; soft skills are 
human relations associated competencies (Cho, 2006). The 

areas that were usually improved were time management, 

discipline, organisational skills, and team working. They also 

wished they could have developed further their skills in 

problem solving, leadership and motivation, and 

interviewing techniques. 

 

Notes for tables 1, 2, & 3: 

a) Respondents could choose more than one alternative 

answer 

b) Percentages are rounded to nearest non decimal number 
c) The competencies examined are considered as most 

important for hotel  

manager trainees LeBruto & Murray, 1994). 

Notes for the tables 4 & 5:  

a) Respondents could choose only one alternative answer 

b) Percentages are rounded to nearest non decimal number 

 

The main criticisms about the industrial placement period 

were focused on working conditions and the lack of 

development of management skills. It appeared to be a 

common view that the working conditions provided by the 
“hosting” organisations were not good enough, especially for 

those who did their placement in hotels that operate on a 

seasonal basis. The most widely mentioned sources of 

disappointment included: underpayment, hours of work were 

too long and, the feeling that they were seen by companies as 

cheap labour or as a burden. However, the vast majority of 

the interviewees (78%) admitted that the structuring of the 
placement was good regarding hotel operations skills. 

However, almost all of the respondents remained in entry-

level positions throughout their placements and had no 

chance of developing their management and administrative 

skills. Even the development of supervisory skills was kept 

to a minimum. 

 

Table 3: Contribution of IP period to the development of key 

personal skills 

 
Key personal skills Contribution of supervised work 

experience 

High 
(%) 

Medium 
(%) 

Low 
(%) 

Personal initiative 
Guest interaction 

Ability to work with 
others 
Linguistic ability 
Self-reliance 
Self-discipline 
Hotel operation skills 
(front office) 
Hotel operation skills 

(housekeeping) 
Food and beverage 
service skills 
Food and beverage 
production skills 
Application of theory to 
practice 

32 
67 

24 
 

15 
28 
7 
14 
 

16 

 
65 
 

40 
 

24 

56 
21 

73 
 

47 
39 
84 
33 
 

36 

 
22 
 

29 
 

62 

12 
12 

3 
 

38 
23 
8 
53 
 

48 

 
13 
 

31 
 

14 

 

The students expressed the view that the combination of poor 

working conditions and the lack of management experience 

resulted in reduced motivation and low moral. Six of the 

interviewees mentioned that three to six months after their 

placement period started, they were anxiously waiting for the 

completion of the phase and that they were considerably 

demotivated to pursue a future career in the hospitality 

industry. These results are supported by the findings of the 

questionnaire survey (table 4). However, these results seem 

to contradict the findings of previous studies (Leslie, 1991; 
N.S.S.G., 1994; Yilmaz, 2018). In addition, Brennen and 

McGeevor (1985) and Sigala & Christou (2014) argued that 

studying a vocational degree greatly increases the chance of 

employment in that field. 

The advantages of the supervised work experience to students 

have internationally been described in the past (RISE, 1985; 

Sigala & Christou, 2002); the results of the present survey 

tend to conform to the major findings of other authors (West 

& Jameson, 1990; Leslie, 1991; Christou, 2002). The IP 

period seems to have been a beneficial experience for most 

students as the results at table 5 present. The vast majority of 

the respondents (eighty-five per cent) described their 
industrial placement as a very positive or positive experience. 

However, it would be interesting to investigate in the future 

the deeper reasons behind the negative responses given by the 

fifteen per cent of the students. 

The contribution of the supervised work experience to the 

development of management competencies seems to have 

been quite important (table 2). According to the vast majority 
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of the students, the IP period contributed up to a medium or 
high level to the development of nine key management 

competencies. This level was considerably higher than that 

of their period of traditional study at the university (table 1). 

 

Table 4: Relationship between IP period & future career 

preferences 

 
Future career preferences Answers (%) 

The supervised work experience period 

reinforced my desire to work in the 

hospitality industry after my graduation. 

The supervised work experience period 

made me sceptical about working in the 

hospitality industry after my graduation. 

After the supervised work experience 

period I took the decision not to work in the 

hospitality industry after my graduation. 

33 

 

 

 

59 

 

 

 

8 

 

Therefore, it is reasonable to assume that management 

competencies are better developed under a real-life work 

environment than at the classrooms of an educational 

establishment. This view is further supported by the findings 

presented at table 3; most of the students that went through 

the industrial placement period rated as high or medium the 

contribution of their work experience to the development of 

eleven key personal skills. In addition, the findings reported 
here are strongly supported by other studies (Hogg, 1994; 

Farmaki, 2018) which emphasised that, in order to ensure the 

development of the students' skills and competencies, all 

hospitality management schools or undergraduate 

programmes have to include some form of practicum or 

internship. 

 

Table 5: Overall assessment of the IP period 

 
Future career preferences Answers (%) 

Very positive experience 

Positive experience 

Negative experience 

Very negative experience 

22 
63 
10 

5 

 

The findings suggested that as a result of the supervised work 

experience more than half of the students could be lost to the 

hospitality industry. Perhaps this should be a source for 

concern for both the education and the industry. It is essential 

to find solutions for this problem and therefore to optimise 

the benefits for the students and the industry. The core of the 

IP period consists by a group of stakeholders: the student, the 
host organisation and the educational establishment. It seems 

that each of these three should amend and enhance some parts 

of their approach in order to produce the maximum benefit 

for each one. 

5 CONCLUSIONS 

The tentative results of the research of a small sample, as 

described in this exploratory study, indicate some areas for 

concern and allows for the following conclusions to be 
drawn: 

• The major benefits of the IP period to the students 

include: a more complete knowledge of the tourism 

products and of the diversity of the hospitality industry; 

development of the individual by improving his/hers 

personal skills; development of professional skills; and, 

development of key management competencies. 

However, the development of hospitality operations 

skills was significantly higher than the development of 

management skills. 

• The students had the chance to identify career paths 

within different sectors of the hospitality industry. In 
addition, it can be suggested that there is a positive 

relationship between the sector of the IP and the sector 

intended to be chosen after graduation for full-time 

employment. 

• It may be necessary for the educational establishments 

in the future to examine carefully the selection process 

of industrial placement hosting organisations.  

• There is evidence suggesting that the school must 

improve the students’ psychological preparation for the 

IP period in a real-work environment.  

• By critically examining the use of IP period as a 
teaching and learning tool a better understanding of its 

advantages, disadvantages and relative value was 

developed.  

• The increased personal interaction with a large number 

of students as a requirement of the research 

methodology resulted to establishing closer links with 

them and to a better understanding of their needs, beliefs 

and attitudes towards their studies and their supervised 

work experience periods. 

Finally, alternative courses of action, based on the research 

findings, can be proposed in order to improve the 

effectiveness and efficiency of the supervised work 
experience as an educational tool. These proposals might be 

based on the future results of a more detailed examination of 

the issues identified in this survey. The issues for further 

investigation could include: the requirements and the 

techniques necessary for better psychological preparation of 

the students before the supervised work experience; the 

improvement of the selection process of potential host 

organisations; ways for establishing closer links between the 

faculty and the hospitality industry; and ways for improving 

the relationship and the understanding between the student 

body and the faculty. 
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