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Abstract 
The purpose of this article is to describe the tourism and hospitality scholarly activity 
currently taking place in Irish higher education (HE) institutions. A number of approaches to 
tourism and hospitality research are identified in the literature. In order to understand the 
policy and practice within the Irish HE sector, qualitative research was conducted through a 
survey of tourism and hospitality academics and researchers within Irish HE institutions. The 
findings suggest that tourism and hospitality scholarly activity in Ireland is being carried out in 
many ways, including through joint research projects between Irish HE institutions and 
industry. This is a positive step towards achieving research and industry harmony. The 
development of stand-alone research centres within these institutions can also promote and 
attract funding for tourism and hospitality research activities.  
Keywords: Research; Academic; Scholarly activity; Tourism; Hospitality; Ireland 

Introduction 
This paper investigates the tourism and hospitality scholarly activity currently being 
undertaken within tourism and hospitality in Irish HE institutions. The main aims of the 
research are to assess the linkages between education and research and to identify research 
issues in relation to tourism and hospitality scholarly activity within these institutions, to 
facilitate validating theory and to provide advice for tourism and hospitality education 
decision-makers. This paper proposes changes to the Irish interpretation of the term 
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‘research’ by involving the term ‘scholarly activity’ and recommends a suitable course of 
action, one which demonstrates the scholarly activity taking place. 

Brief review of tourism research approaches 
Research involves a diverse blending of an enormous range of skills and activities. To be a 
good social researcher, you have to be able to work well with a wide range of people, 
understand the specific methods used to conduct research, understand the subject that you 
are studying and be able to convince someone to give you the funds to study it, stay on track 
and on schedule, and to speak and write persuasively (Trochim, 2008). Brown (1980) 
advocates that the aim of tourism research is to supply data that will help tourism managers 
when making decisions. Tourism research is an exploratory process that can be 
differentiated from other forms of exploration by three distinctive requirements: objectivity, 
reproducibility and systemisation.    
 
According to Jennings (2001), research is an important tool for the tourism industry both 
nationally and internationally. It provides information for planning and management at the 
local, regional, national and international levels and offers an insight into the expectations, 
impacts, motivations, needs and levels of satisfaction of tourists. It highlights the educational 
needs of commercial operators and service providers and generates temporal views of the 
past, present and future (Jennings). 
 
Jennings (2001) also maintains that the call for such research is essential owing to tourism’s 
strong growth in the global economy. It could ensure that planning for service provision 
would be effective and forward-directed rather than reactive to past trends. The 
enhancement of information technology is also influencing the conduct of tourism research. 
Information and communications technology (ICT) provides another medium for accessing 
research participants via online research technologies and methods of conducting research. 
On the whole, tourism research needs to move to the stage of being interdisciplinary and 
also towards being a discipline in its own right. Ultimately, it should value qualitative as well 
as quantitative research methodologies in developing the tourism phenomenon even further 
(Jennings). 
 
Elsworth, Yoon, and Bai (1999) contend that for tourism research to receive the much 
needed attention and, as a result, funding from the public and private sectors, the significant 
research being carried out by tourism researchers needs to be identified. Such areas of 
research should be distinguished so that the research can focus on particular themes. As 
additional research in other areas is completed, the necessity for existing tourism journals to 
specialise in particular types of publications may arise. Academics who contribute to tourism 
research should review these publications and identify areas of interest with the intention of 
strengthening the body of literature in tourism research (Elsworth et al.). 
 
Scholarly activity is creative work that is peer reviewed and publicly disseminated (Virginia 
Polytechnic Institute and State University, 2008). Boyer (1990) suggested four types of 
scholarship: the scholarship of discovery (discovering new knowledge); the scholarship of 
integration (connecting information and approaches across disciplines); the scholarship of 
application (applying knowledge to ‘real-life’ problems); and the scholarship of teaching 
(better understanding and creating effective teaching-learning processes) (Boyer). These 
types have generated a great deal of interest and debate about scholarship. Consequently, it 
has become evident that a wider range of scholarly work should be accepted over and above 
traditional research (Roberts, 2006). The term ‘scholarly activity’ aligns with institutional aims 
more than a traditional research-as-publication approach.  

Research design and methodology 
Introduction 
The main aim of the research was to examine tourism and hospitality scholarly activity within 
Irish HE institutions and to provide advice for tourism and hospitality education decision-
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makers and researchers. To facilitate developing a comprehensive understanding of the 
topic under discussion, various methods were measured and used in conjunction with each 
other, including surveys (Beeton, 2000). Cooper and Emory (1995) argue that it is suitable to 
use secondary data, as they serve a number of purposes: they give definite reference on 
points to examine from other findings; they can supply information that can add to the current 
study; and they can assist in identifying what further research is needed. To support this a 
descriptive survey was chosen, and secondary data forms the basis of the brief review of 
tourism research approaches. In preparing the survey, both the research questions and 
target respondents were considered. 

The survey  
Target respondents were employed within the Irish HE sector, either through an institute of 
technology (IoT), a university or a private college. In the Irish context, an IoT provides 
vocational and technical education and training for the region served by the college 
(Government of Ireland, 2006). A university is a HE institution committed to teaching and 
research in the major disciplines (Higher Education Authority, 2008) and a private college is 
a non state-aided HE institution. In the Irish context, there are 14 IoTs, ten of which provide 
tourism and hospitality courses at some level, ranging from certificate to research-led PhDs. 
There are seven Irish universities, with only one providing a tourism or hospitality related 
course (MA in International Tourism) and research-led PhDs within this discipline. Some of 
the private colleges provide tourism or hospitality related courses up to honours degree level.  
 
In planning the survey, both the research questions and target population were considered. 
For the most part, the items used in the survey were derived from previous studies (Akama & 
Kieti, 2003; Etchner & Ritchie, 1993). The aim of the survey was to ascertain tourism and 
hospitality scholarly activity within Irish HE institutions. Once the pilot study was completed 
and suggested alterations made, 100 surveys were distributed in August 2006 and reminders 
were issued during the following month (September). The four-part survey comprised 17 
questions and classified the respondents by their position and institution. 

Research questions 
Yin (2003) reveals that identification of the questions that are most important for a topic and 
the formulation of these questions involve a lot of preparation. One way is to evaluate the 
literature on the topic (Cooper, 1984). The design of the research questions requires 
conceptual organisation, consideration of ideas, connection of the theory that is already 
known, guidance on cognitive structures for data gathering and presentation of this 
interpretation to others (Stake, 1995).  
 
A series of open-ended and closed questions on tourism and hospitality education, research 
and scholarly activity were included in the survey. With open-ended questions, the 
respondents are allowed to answer in their own words and the researcher may get some 
unexpected answers. They may also demonstrate the legitimate views of the respondents. 
Consequently, open-ended questions on tourism and hospitality scholarly activity were 
included in the survey. An example of an open-ended question included in this survey is: 
How does your institution view research and/or scholarly activity? Thus, a series of both 
closed and open-ended questions were included in the survey. 

Research analysis 
The surveys were undertaken to elicit ideas and gain insights into a number of issues that 
arose from the literature. Analysis of the research took place in October 2006. A response 
rate of 58 per cent was achieved, which was representative of the HE institutions that provide 
tourism and/or hospitality courses or partake in such research in Ireland. It is worth noting 
that, of the 58 respondents surveyed, only 12 were employed by the three HE 
establishments that had an established tourism research centre on site: Dublin Institute of 
Technology, Galway-Mayo Institute of Technology and University of Limerick. 
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Findings 
Research policies and approaches in Irish tourism and hospitality HE 
institutions 
Research and scholarly activity are becoming increasingly important components of HE, as 
the results of the survey show. Research is generally a process or activity in which 
knowledge is tested or developed. Scholarly activity refers to an oral or written presentation 
that reflects a thorough and critical collection of knowledge; it is of high quality and is a 
prerequisite in an academic environment increasingly providing degree-level studies. 
Research is an essential element in Ireland’s drive to move economic activity up the value 
chain and improve competitiveness. This was suggested by several respondents (10). 
Knowledge-based economies and regions are built on a strong research infrastructure, and 
the development of a strong research capability within the HE sector supports this. The 
majority of the respondents (46) maintained that their own HE establishment had a research 
strategy in place, which indicates that research within Irish HE institutions is seen as a key 
factor for future success. 

Developing a research strategy 
It should be noted that HE institutions have different definitions, depending on departments, 
number of experiences, personnel involved and funding levels. Again, IoT 7 seemed to place 
special emphasis on research, which it referred to as fundamental, and applied research, 
including scholarship, creative work and professional consultancy. One interesting 
observation is that many (12) of the Irish HE institutions surveyed stated that they did not 
have an institute-wide definition of research. University 3 stated that research ‘is supposed to 
contribute to the themes chosen by the HE institution as being significant to Ireland’s 
economic progress but this research should be applied’. IoT 7’s classification of research 
was very broad, allowing the incorporation of various types, including empirical research, 
adding to the breadth of knowledge, ‘self-tasked’ research, scholarly research, team-based 
research (in ‘clusters’), and other forms of productivity such as creative output.  
 
Of the respondents, 46 ascertained that their HE institutions had a research strategy in 
place. IoT 1 defined research as ‘work that is news and contributes to the institute and 
industry’. Research was actively encouraged at IoT 3 and a specific research scholarly 
strategy had been created to highlight this. IoT 4 classified research as ‘an important part of 
academic achievement while it is also exclusive to course design and curriculum 
development’ and IoT 5 described it ‘very much as academic, following a structured model 
with less emphasis on applied research and more on journal publication’. 

Research-led teaching 
All of the respondents felt that research should be integrated into education. IoT 6 suggested 
that it had ‘a particular duty to support the development of its region in economic, social and 
cultural terms while research is encouraged in all academic activities’. The majority of the 
respondents (37) felt that the successful integration of teaching tourism-related courses and 
the growth in related research could be positively integrated through tourism and hospitality 
scholarly activities, which any HE institute offering tourism and hospitality courses and 
engaging in such research should pursue. IoT 7 saw ‘scholarly activity as a necessity, a core 
activity and central to its vision’. It actively promoted research and a particular emphasis was 
placed on developing relationships with external parties. IoT 7 was also committed to the 
creation of research-driven learning; this was recognised as a key part of moving forward, 
particularly given the focus on fourth-level education. It viewed research as part of an 
integrated framework, incorporating policy and procedures of performance management and 
evaluation, research support and industry-academic partnership. University 3 classified 
research as ‘vital especially with the need in Ireland for this level of education’. Research 
was highly regarded within the structure of IoT 8. There was an emphasis on scholarly 
activity and, as a consequence, staff were encouraged to participate.  
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In IoT 4 ‘strategic goals were in place to integrate research as a core activity driven by the 
departments while underpinning teaching in a supportive and resourceful environment’. The 
IoT’s administration function was to support and encourage research, and the institution 
considered it an essential aspect of pedagogical development for individual lecturers. It also 
viewed research as important but not well-facilitated owing to heavy timetable loads and 
inadequate training in research methods for staff. Private college 2 viewed research and/or 
scholarly activity as ‘important in sustaining development as it underpins all teaching and 
student development. It is also a vital component that enhances the skill set of individuals 
and the investigation of important themes affecting the industry and college’. 

Supporting staff research        
Nearly all of the respondents (50) felt that part of their current role was to support staff in 
research. In IoT 1, research was ‘encouraged, supported and … viewed positively but this is 
not reflected in terms of resources allocation, though recently there is more emphasis on 
teaching’. In University 2, research was viewed very highly. IoT 5 said that ‘problems such as 
time allocation limit such research’. University 3 viewed research as an essential part of 
academic work within the university. In University 4, there was a major emphasis on 
research, especially in relation to individual promotion. In IoT 2, research was a ‘necessary 
activity for all staff whether funded or not’. Private college 1 was committed to the promotion 
of a research culture across all disciplines through its strategic approach, policy provision and 
implementation plans. Research was regarded as a ‘third task in conjunction with other 
academic activities’ in IoT 6.  
 
IoT 3 characterised research scholarly activity as ‘assisting regional development and the 
development of the Institute’s economic, social and cultural hinterland’ and would like to 
encourage it more but could not owing to budget constraints. There was no time allowance 
for research. IoT 9 aimed to develop and nurture research capability in niche areas, and 
external funding continued to be sought to expand research opportunities for both staff and 
students. In University 1, research was rated as the highest priority among each academic’s 
responsibilities, while in IoT 5 research was supported where appropriate. Staff promotions 
within other HE institutions, such as Universities 1, 2, 4 and IoT 8, were very dependent on 
research output and increasingly there were no appointments at even junior level without 
significant publications. There was also a strong need for individual academics to publish in 
order to get promoted.  
 
Many respondents (44) mentioned that lecturers should be allocated timetabled hours to 
undertake research in a structured manner, as a full teaching load was highly unproductive 
for active researchers. Flexible working hours were also needed because they attracted 
valuable findings and increased profile within industry. In IoT 4 there was ‘very little time to 
look at hospitality research due to full lecturing schedules and no time allocation for course 
management and administration’. IoT 7, for example, only allowed time for postgraduate 
supervision. Sabbaticals are an option as are research secondments, which some Irish HE 
institutions offer. In recognition of the strategic importance of research activity, IoT 10, for 
example, intended to ‘rebalance the allocation of resources between teaching and research’. 
In University 5, staff were ‘facilitated in making applications for research grants’. IoT 2 
allocated ‘a portion of their overall budget to research groups for specific research activities 
which can support in forthcoming curriculum and course objectives’. IoT 7 encouraged 
‘research with industry in the hope of attracting funding and increasing the institute profile’. In 
IoT 1, ‘funding, facilities and admin support are supplied and staff are encouraged to publish 
in academic, scholarly and journalist media’. IoT 8 had an ‘internal research fund, facilities, 
equipment to support research and a staff development fund is also available’. In IoT 4 and 
IoT 9 there was ‘general funding available for research’, while IoT 3 offered ‘seed funds but 
not hours off teaching’. 

The successful integration of research with industry  
Many of those surveyed believed that research collaborations between colleges and industry 
should be encouraged through developing realistic projects in phases where both colleges 
and industry see short and long-term results/outputs. It was also put forward that the IoTs 
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should be proactive in gaining additional funding for research and in promoting and 
encouraging a research agenda. Research can enhance significantly the level of interaction 
between industry and HE educators, but by identifying the link between both areas, applied 
comparisons can be beneficial. 

Discussion 
As seen in this research, the successful integration of research with industry can be further 
achieved by showing the value and significance of research for all levels/courses and by 
highlighting the value-adding capability and research-informed teaching. It might be 
encouraged by focusing on hospitality and tourism as a first-choice career and developing 
students’ knowledge of career opportunities. This can be achieved through the mobility of 
staff between industry and academia through sabbaticals and secondments, mentioned 
previously. As with IoT 7, industry would benefit from best practice in research, while 
academics would be exposed to industry problems and the market-related issues facing 
industry, as well as having the opportunity to maximise their research results.  
 
With even more emphasis on and recognition of the importance of the researching academic, 
IoT 3 suggested that staff should be involved in research activities which are supported and 
encouraged both internally and externally. Research contributes to the body of knowledge 
and will influence economic development and innovation regionally and nationally. The 
successful integration of research with industry can be strengthened by ensuring that 
sufficient numbers of staff in lecturing positions are researchers themselves and share their 
research with students and graduates at postgraduate level. 

Implementing tourism and hospitality scholarly activity 
Research in tourism should be seen as a multidisciplinary activity which involves business, 
technology and the arts. The challenge is to develop a model which can motivate 
transdisciplinary activity. If the Irish HE institutions are to promote scholarly activity, it needs 
to be done in a manner that is specific to them. The following key points extend the work of 
Boyer (1990), as highlighted by Roberts (2006), and suggest areas in which Irish HE 
institutions can demonstrate scholarly activity. 

Publication productivity 
The idea that publication productivity should be part of tourism and hospitality scholarly 
activity was very much supported by the respondents. This depends on how it is measured; 
and if such productivity is required there must be time allocation for individuals engaged in 
this activity. It should be noted that published articles should only be recognised if they are 
worthwhile pieces of academic research, appearing in scholarly, peer-reviewed journals or in 
books published by reputable academic presses. 

The integration of research into teaching  
The interpretation of teaching and researching is complex. Departments of tourism and 
hospitality should carry out research to meet the needs of the regions, as IoTs were formed 
for this sole purpose. Researchers should incorporate their expertise in their programme 
delivery. There also needs to be a focus on attracting students from other disciplines to 
undertake postgraduate research. More critical research could stimulate the intellectual 
potential of students. It needs to be aligned with existing research activity in other disciplines 
such as business. It is important that the knowledge generated by research is used in the 
development and revision of course material. All courses should incorporate some element 
of research and should be directly aligned with the research activity. The HE institutions in 
Ireland are relatively small and it is difficult to create a research culture if lecturers teach 18 
hours a week and academics are also required to assist in course development and 
administration. This was highlighted by most of the respondents (51) as a restricting factor in 
the research being undertaken. 
 
Irish HE institutions can demonstrate research activity by researching up-to-date and useful 
topics emanating from discussion between industry and academia. Research informs not 
only teaching but also the industry; teaching cannot ignore research in preparing students for 
practice. 
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Implementation  
Results from the survey implied that each HE institution should determine which areas of 
activity need to be addressed. This would help them develop a more structured approach 
than they currently have, as staff would decide which areas of scholarly activity they wished 
to undertake. Consequently, it is not easy to show a strategic approach. Roberts (2006) 
concludes that researching as part of a team is almost always more effective than carrying 
out research alone. It would therefore seem useful to consider having research groups 
comprising volunteers interested in scholarly activity to undertake work in each of the areas. 

Measurement  
Any HE institution’s strategic plan may go as far as requiring lecturers to be active in at least 
one of the above areas for a designated period of time (Roberts, 2006). With reference to the 
IoTs, attempting to show evidence of staff being at least involved in ‘research’ is problematic 
owing to the following issues: 
 

•  first, as they are teaching institutions, having evolved only since the 1970s into the 
HE sector, student contact hours continue to exceed those of traditional universities. 
Much of the operation of traditional universities is research-funded; hence, such 
institutions obviously employ staff specifically to carry out research 

•  second, along with relatively high student contact hours, staff perform administrative 
duties while helping to promote staff with a strong understanding of the design, 
delivery and effect of the curriculum, of quality procedures and the student 
experience. This means that there is little time for ‘research’ activities 

•  third, staff are employed as lecturers, not as researchers. Therefore the methods, 
procedures and execution of research are not always areas that can be entered into 
confidently by all members of staff. This remains problematic without a significant 
change in recruitment, staffing and timetabling, and also if Irish HE institutions 
continue to use the term ‘research’ in rather a narrow way as in research-as-
publication (Roberts, 2006) 

Conclusions and recommendations 
The following conclusions and recommendations could be put forward in light of this research 
study: 
 

•  the development of stand-alone tourism research centres within Irish HE can 
promote and attract funding for research activities through networking and 
partnership between the HE institutions, fully-funded tourism research centres and 
support for further academic research in tourism 

•  best practice in tourism research internationally and the benchmarking of Irish 
current practice needs to take pace, as well as a network of Irish tourism research 
academics 

•  the number of staff undertaking scholarly activity needs to be increased to ensure 
that scholarly activity is output promoted, and a framework to guide progress in this 
respect needs to be adopted 

•  it is necessary to ensure that those already conducting research of national or 
international importance are encouraged to climb their way up the publishing ladder 

•  tourism researchers need to collaborate actively with researchers from other 
disciplines, which would also assist in addressing the funding crisis 

•  it may be of interest to investigate why so few lecturers in tourism and hospitality in 
Ireland are engaging in such research 

 
The main limitation of this research lies with the generalisability of its findings. A main 
drawback is that it is a case study based on one area. Consequently, it is acknowledged that 
generalisation of the results secured is speculative (Zikmund, 1997). This method was 
suitable given the contemporary nature of the situation and the acceptability of the case 
study one-shot method. Yet, because the primary research focus was on Ireland, the extent 
to which the findings are transferable to other countries is not clear, and for that reason the 
results need to be viewed with caution. Additional research, encompassing a larger range of 
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case studies, to reveal the tourism and hospitality scholarly activity currently taking place 
elsewhere, would be advantageous. 
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Appendix 
Institutions surveyed  
Athlone Institute of Technology 
Cork Institute of Technology 
Dublin City University 
Dublin Institute of Technology. 
Dundalk institute of Technology. 
Fáilte Ireland 
Galway-Mayo Institute of Technology 
Griffith College Dublin 
Institute of  Technology Tralee 
Institute of Technology Sligo 
Institute of Technology Tallaght 
Limerick Institute of Technology 
National Centre for Tourism Policy Studies (University of Limerick) 
NUI Galway 
NUI Maynooth 
Shannon College of Hotel Management 
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Tourism College Killybegs (Letterkenny Institute of Technology). 
Trinity College Dublin 
University of Limerick 
Waterford Institute of Technology 
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