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Extended Abstract 

This research seeks to provide evidence-based insights into how higher education institutions in 

hospitality, tourism, and events (HT&E) can better foster inclusive education for people with disability 

(PwD), with a focus on intellectual and developmental disabilities. Despite growing awareness of the 

importance of inclusive education, there remains a critical gap in education and training programs that 

adequately prepare PwD for the workforce (Wilson & Campain, 2020). Inclusive education plays a vital 

role in promoting social equity and meaningful employment, yet many institutions lack the tailored 

approaches necessary to meet the diverse needs of PwD.  

The hospitality industry offers unique opportunities to integrate PwD into the workforce. Hospitality 

employment and skills are essential sources of independence for young people with intellectual 

disabilities, providing a foundation for independent living (McIntosh & Harris, 2018). However, the 

industry has yet to develop coordinated policies and practices for the training and employment of PwD, 

and awareness remains low (McIntosh & Harris, 2018). This lack of coordination highlights the urgent 

need for inclusive education that addresses these gaps. Capacity-building efforts in higher education and 

training programs must focus on providing PwD with the tools and learning environment they need to 

succeed. Through collaboration with THE-ICE network, this study aims to communicate these best 

practices internationally by examining the success of Hotel Etico, a pioneering social enterprise in 

Australia who offer a model of hospitality education, hands-on training, and industry placements. 

The urgency of inclusive education becomes apparent when considering that PwD experience 

significantly lower rates of employment and participation in education, both in Australia and globally 

(Wilson & Campain, 2020). For PwD, inclusive education is not just about gaining skills—it is a pathway 

to independence, improved health, being part of a community, and a higher quality of life. Securing 

meaningful employment enhances the capacity of PwD for independent living and promotes social 

inclusion. As a sector that requires a high degree of interpersonal interaction, hospitality is uniquely 

positioned to break down social barriers, reduce stigma, and create an inclusive environment where 

individuals with and without disabilities work together (Kalargyrou et al., 2018). 

However, systemic barriers continue to restrict long-term, meaningful employment opportunities for 

PwD, particularly in hospitality. Inadequate training programmes, insufficient leadership, and a lack of 

disability-inclusive policies remain common challenges (Doan et al., 2021). Additionally, most tourism, 

hospitality, and hotel schools have not embedded sufficient knowledge into their curricula to prepare 

students to meet the needs of PwD (McIntosh & Harris, 2018). As a result, staff may lack the knowledge, 



ability, or confidence to train individuals with intellectual disabilities, further limiting the opportunities 

available to them (Gillovic & McIntosh, 2020). PwD also often face a lack of workplace accommodations 

and uncertainty regarding their career development, leading to short employment tenures and social 

isolation (Kulkarni et al., 2016). This highlights the pressing need for inclusive education to not only 

focus on recruitment but also on retention, ensuring that PwD have the necessary support to thrive in 

employment. 

In higher education, while inclusivity is increasingly recognised as essential, hospitality training programs 

still often fail to meet the specific needs of PwD. Limitations in staff knowledge, ability, and confidence 

to support PwD in education and employment contexts underscores the need for comprehensive capacity-

building (Kamran et al., 2023). By addressing these gaps, higher education institutions can play a critical 

role in shaping a more inclusive workforce, empowering PwD to achieve their employment and 

independence goals. 

This study contributes to the growing body of work advocating for inclusive education by analysing the 

practices of Hotel Etico, a not-for-profit social enterprise that exemplifies how inclusive education can be 

effectively implemented. Through its affiliation with THE-ICE, this research will disseminate actionable 

strategies for inclusion, offering a blueprint for hospitality and higher education institutions worldwide to 

better support PwD in achieving meaningful employment and independence. The study has two main 

research objectives: 

1. To explore social enterprise and industry-led initiatives that support the training and education, 

and employment of PwD in the hospitality industry. 

2. To establish best practice guidelines for inclusive hospitality higher education, informed by social 

enterprise and industry-led initiatives. 

The research employed a participatory case study methodology to examine Hotel Etico’s Independence 

Program. This case study approach allowed for in-depth exploration of the practical, real-world 

experiences of people associated with the program (Manfreda et al., 2023). Through a multi-stakeholder 

lens, the study captured perspectives from key groups, including trainees with intellectual disabilities, 

hotel staff and leaders involved in the training process, trainees’ families and support workers, and 

industry leaders who have collaborated with Hotel Etico to employ PwD. Data was collected through 

participative shadowing (540 minutes) and 31 semi-structured interviews with 33 participants (1538 

minutes, equivalent to 25.6 hours, and 126,000 words of data). The study integrated photo-

elicitation/drawing techniques during the interviews, allowing participants to reflect on their experiences 

through visual storytelling, providing richer insights into the impact of the Independence Program on 

PwD. 35 visual documents (photos and drawings) were collected. Thematic analysis was conducted as a 

robust and systematic framework for coding qualitative data and identifying patterns (Braun & Clarke, 

2014). The study’s empirical findings were supplemented and triangulated by a thematic literature review 

of 69 papers on inclusive education and a desk review of twelve inclusive education and training 

programs in tourism and hospitality, further communicating insights of best practice in industry-led 

approaches. 

Our findings indicate that hospitality social enterprises like Hotel Etico create inclusive education 

environments that foster the development of essential workforce skills for PwD. These skills, such as 

communication, teamwork, and customer service, are transferable across various sectors and contribute to 

PwD’s sector mobility through workforce resilience (Martins et al., 2020). The approach of Hotel Etico’s 

education program, which combines applied training with open employment (aligned with work-



integrated-learning) and residential living, helps PwD gain practical experience and build confidence in 

their abilities, while acknowledging the uniqueness of each learner and the need for an adaptive 

educational approach. 

The primary outcome of the study is the development of an Inclusive Higher Education Toolkit 

specifically tailored for HT&E higher education institutions in relation to PwD. This toolkit consolidates 

key insights, recommendations, and actionable strategies derived from the study's findings, offering 

practical guidance and resources for educators, administrators, and industry partners to effectively support 

the training, education, and transition to employment of PwD in HT&E. The Toolkit is guided by four 

foundational principles that shape the philosophy of inclusivity: flexibility, a person-centred approach, 

active learning and connectedness. Specific techniques provide methods to apply these principles in 

practice, such as individualisation, differentiated instruction, action learning, non-labelling, tailored 

communication and the building of trust and psychological safety. Further, tools that support the 

implementation of the techniques are provided, including but not limited to, visual aids, non-labelling, 

adaptive assessments, mentorship, and reflective feedback. Figure 1 provides a visual representation of 

the principles, techniques and tools in the Toolkit. 

Figure 1. Inclusive Higher Education Toolkit for HT&E 

 

This project directly targets critical gaps in knowledge and practice and seeks to foster knowledge 

translation from empirical research. An important focus relates to potential innovative teaching methods, 

curriculum adaptations, and supportive learning environments designed to promote skill development and 



empower students with disabilities to thrive in hospitality careers. The findings of the project are expected 

to contribute to the field of education, training and development, specifically in relation to increased 

hospitality education and consequent employment opportunities for PwD. The study supports 

recommendations to increase the analysis of hospitality organisations that operate as social enterprises, 

particularly those that provide training and capacity-building opportunities to PwD, targeting the need for 

improved inclusive education in hospitality (McIntosh & Harris, 2018; Gillovic & McIntosh, 2020). 

Collaboration with THE-ICE network facilitates knowledge sharing and promotes reflection on 

implementing HT&E higher education that values diversity and actively supports the full participation 

and empowerment of PwD.  
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