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Extended Abstract 

 

Tourism and hospitality exist in increasingly complex social, ecological, cultural and economic 

systems. Climate change, biodiversity loss, culture disruption, resource pressures, leakage of 

economic value and inequality are all challenges to the long-term resilience of destinations and 

host communities (Gibbons, 2020; Mang & Reed, 2012; Wahl, 2016). Sustainability is well 

established in tourism policy, practice and higher education but traditional thinking has focused 

on reducing negative impacts (resource efficiency, conservation, responsible management) which 

remain important but emerging scholarship asks whether this minimization alone will tackle 

interconnected socio-ecological problems (Gibbons, 2020; Mang & Reed, 2012; Wahl, 2016). 

Regenerative tourism extends sustainability because it moves beyond sustaining existing 

conditions to enabling destinations, communities and ecosystems to renew, adapt and thrive; 

considers destinations as living systems (interconnected); evaluates tourism not only in terms of 

economic performance or reduced environmental impacts but also ecological integrity, community 

well-being, cultural vitality and long-term destination resilience (Bellato et al., 2022; Mang & 

Reed, 2012; Wahl, 2016). “Doing less harm” has to be transformed into restorative and net positive 

outcomes and vice versa so that tourism leadership is understood differently. 

Regenerative leadership goes beyond organizational performance to the social and ecological 

systems in which tourism operates (systems thinking, long term stewardship, stakeholder 

engagement, adaptive capacity, ecological consciousness and ethical decision making) but also 

acknowledges that observable competencies are shaped by underlying values and inner 

development (Bellato et al., 2022; Bobek & Carter, 2026; Hardman, 2009; Hutchins & Storm, 

2019). 

These developments have implications for HEIs (Higher Education Institutions) that prepare future 

tourism and hospitality professionals and decision makers. Sustainability is becoming more visible 

in tourism and hospitality curricula but translating it into coherent learning outcomes and 

educational practice is still difficult (Aljaffal et al., 2025; Boley, 2011; McLoughlin et al., 2025; 

Sulkowski et al., 2024; Zeng et al., 2024). Regenerative tourism education is even less developed 

with little understanding of how regenerative principles can be systematically integrated into 

curricula (Ramírez García et al., 2026); relevant concepts and capabilities are scattered across 

theoretical and disciplinary traditions rather than consolidated into a competency framework 

tailored to tourism and hospitality higher education. 

This study fills this gap by developing an expert-informed Regenerative Leadership Competencies 

Framework for tourism and hospitality higher education. Sequential exploratory Delphi 

methodology is used to identify and establish consensus among experts on inner development 

traits, external core competencies and knowledge domains needed for regenerative leadership and 

preferred modes of curricular integration. The study translates regenerative principles into 

educational outcomes and curriculum delivery mechanisms that can be used for curriculum 



development, program review and quality assurance in HEIs and international accrediting bodies 

like THE-ICE. 

 

This study synthesizes three theoretical foundations: Regenerative Leadership, which re-anchors 

management in living-systems stewardship (Hardman, 2009; Bobek & Carter, 

2026); Transformative Learning Theory (Mezirow, 1991), which provides the pedagogical 

engine for shifting student mindsets from profit maximization to ethical stewardship; and Tacit 

Knowledge (Polanyi,1967) and Experiential Learning Theory (Kolb & Kolb, 2012), which 

translates inner personal wisdom into explicit cognitive knowledge and practical skills.  

 

Specifically, this study addresses four research questions:  

1.     What consensus-based competencies, knowledge domains, and inner traits define a 

Regenerative Leader?  

2.     Which knowledge domains achieve panel consensus as essential for building a regenerative 

mindset?  

3.     What is the statistically preferred mode of curriculum integration?  

4.     How can a comprehensive framework be structured to guide HEIs and accrediting bodies like 

THE-ICE?  

 

To evaluate curricular delivery, this study tests the hypothesis (H1) that at least one preferred mode 

of curriculum integration differs significantly from the others.  

 

This study employed a three-round sequential exploratory Delphi design to establish expert 

consensus on embedding regenerative leadership into tourism and hospitality higher education. 

The panel comprised 22 experts in Phase 1, which used qualitative item generation through open-

ended questionnaires, and 19 experts in Phases 2 and 3, using quantitative consensus evaluation, 

achieving an 86.4% retention rate that exceeds the acceptable range for Delphi studies (Hsu & 

Sanford, 2007). The experts invited came from the tourism and hospitality sector, related tourism 

and hospitality professional organizations, tourism and hospitality education administrators and 

researchers, and representatives of the indigenous community. 

 

The researchers coded qualitative data from Phase 1 using thematic analysis to identify core inner 

development traits, leadership competencies, and knowledge domains. In Phases 2 and 3, panelists 

evaluated items using a 7-point Likert scale. Consensus was defined by an Interquartile Range 

(IQR) of 1.00, a median of 4.00, and 80% agreement. Chi-square goodness-of-fit tests evaluated 

the statistically preferred mode of curriculum integration (standalone courses, threaded horizontal 

integration, or experiential capstones). The validated findings were synthesized into an evidence-

based framework tailored for higher education institutions and accrediting bodies such as THE-

ICE. 

 

The qualitative and quantitative findings established four primary themes defining the regenerative 

leadership framework: (1) Experts' Views on Regenerative Leadership in Tourism and Hospitality, 

(2) Inner Development Traits, (3) External Core Competencies, and (4) Knowledge Domains and 

Curricular Integration. Panelists emphasized that regenerative leadership represents a shift from 

traditional damage-mitigation sustainability toward active restoration and stewardship. The expert 

felt that applying regenerative leadership will bring positive, lasting benefits to destinations and 



living ecosystems, rather than focusing on conventional sustainability. A regenerative leader is an 

individual who leads with ethical authenticity, intellectual rigor, and restorative action, ensuring 

social-ecological systems actively flourish as perceived by the experts. 

 

There were seven essential inner development traits identified during the multi-round Delphi 

phase. This constitutes the psychological and ethical foundation of a regenerative leader. Statistical 

analysis revealed a high level of consistency between the attributes, with six attributes obtaining 

agreement (IQR = 1.00) and medians ranging between Very Important (Mdn = 6.00) and 

Extremely Important (Mdn = 7.00). Purpose-driven stewardship, having emotional intelligence, 

self-awareness, humility, courage, and having an optimistic perspective constitute the mutually 

reinforcing core of inner attributes. Self-awareness offers the introspective foundation, emotional 

intelligence provides for the relational regulation, humility and integrity direct the use of power, 

while purpose directs all these abilities towards action. The radical empathy and compassion 

attributes obtained an IQR value of 2.00. While being critically important (Mdn = 6.00, Mode = 

7.00), this variability points to situational context dependency, showing that while empathy is still 

critically important, it is situationally dependent and needs to interact with operational capabilities. 

 

For the knowledge domains, nine of the ten evaluated domains achieved consensus (IQR ≤ 1.00) 

as essential components of regenerative leadership. Panelists reached absolute consensus (IQR = 

0.00; Mdn = 7.00) on community-centered tourism development, underscoring community 

participation as a non-negotiable pillar of destination health. Strong consensus (IQR = 0.50–1.00; 

Mdn = 6.00 -- 7.00) was also attained for Indigenous knowledge, climate adaptation, cultural 

heritage preservation, digital transformation, tourism governance, biodiversity conservation, 

tourist behavior, and sustainable tourism development. Conversely, circular economy principles 

initially exhibited high dispersion (IQR = 2.00 in Round 2) before converging toward acceptable 

agreement in the final round (IQR = 1.50; Mdn = 7.00). This reflects the strategic importance of 

resource circularity alongside its operational complexity within hospitality environments 

 

To evaluate pedagogical delivery, Cochran's Q tests confirmed significant divergence across 

curricular modes in Round 2, solidifying into a highly significant consensus across all domains in 

Round 3 (p < 0.01; Cochran's Q up to 57.00). McNemar post-hoc tests revealed a decisive 

preference for threaded horizontal integration across existing courses (Mode 2) for nine out of ten 

domains (p < 0.05; n ≥ 13). The panelists reached 100% agreement (n = 19; p < 0.001) on 

embedding tourist behavior across existing subjects. Panelists also showed near-unanimous 

support for integrating a circular economy (n = 17), biodiversity conservation (n = 17), cultural 

heritage preservation (n = 16), and sustainable tourism development (n = 16). This preference 

suggests that regenerative principles should function as transversal themes that connect operations, 

planning, and governance rather than remain isolated to single subjects. Digital transformation was 

the only exception: standalone course delivery (Mode 1) received the highest preference (n = 12; 

63.2%), indicating that experts view digital capabilities as a specialized core subject. 

 

 

 

 

 

 



The framework below further illustrates the study's findings. 

 

 
 

Theoretical Implication for Tourism and Hospitality 

 

The study advanced tourism literature by shifting from a traditional “do no harm” sustainability 

approach to regenerative principles that restore ecological and social systems. Likewise, external 

managerial competencies (e.g., systems thinking, adaptive leadership, etc.) must be grounded in 

inner development traits such as deep-self-awareness, emotional intelligence, and humility, 

thereby extending humanistic management and leadership theories within the tourism and 

hospitality industry. Furthermore, the study found that students learn complex, systemic domains 

best when embedded horizontally across core operational disciplines. 

 

Practical and Managerial Implications for Tourism and Hospitality 

 

For Academic Administrators and Curriculum Designers 

Higher educational institutions (HEIs) should audit and update existing curriculum to address the 

need for regenerative learning outcomes across core operational disciplines. To build faculty 



capacity, HEIs must invest in interdisciplinary training, trainer initiatives, and professional 

development in systems thinking and regenerative design thinking. 

 

For THE-ICE ( Accreditation and Global Standards) 

THE-ICE can utilize the framework as a benchmark to audit institutional standards. Evaluation 

rubrics can be enhanced to assess how HEIs effectively embed the identified regenerative core 

competencies, knowledge domains, and inner leadership traits. Likewise, audit processes can 

evaluate whether programs systematically foster both external competencies and inner 

development traits. 

 

Because cross-curricular integration was identified as a recommended primary mode of delivery, 

a sustainability specialist is needed to teach regenerative concepts; therefore, THE-ICE can design 

global train-the-trainer workshops, webinars, and micro-credential programs focused on systems 

thinking and regenerative pedagogy. 

 

THE-ICE can serve as a repository of global knowledge and learning resources (e.g., open-access 

teaching modules, case studies, and assessment rubrics), particularly for high-consensus domains 

like Community-centered tourism, cultural heritage preservation, and climate change resilience. 

 

Implications for Industry, Industry Partners, and Community Stakeholders 

As curricular offerings evolve to develop regenerative leaders, industry may gain graduates 

equipped with long-term strategic foresight, ecological literacy, and adaptive agility, enabling 

organizations to move beyond basic “sustainability compliance” toward net-positive operational 

models. Furthermore, with expert consensus on place-based domains like Indigenous knowledge 

systems and Community-Centered development, stronger industry-academia-community 

partnerships should exist. Industry-community partners must collaborate with universities on 

experiential learning, live community projects, and authentic heritage stewardship initiatives.  
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