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Abstract

Purpose: Recently, high-quality vocational education and training has attracted much atten-
tion in Mexico. In this context, more practically applied skills are taught "on a dual basis", 
combining classroom-based training with practical, on the job, training within the compa-
ny. Dual practices are expected to modernize the skill formation system, and simultaneously 
support companies, while ensuring provision of skilled workers. For this reason, the Mexi-
can vocational training system has been reformed in recent years. Hence, it is necessary for 
vocational schools and universities interact closely with companies in order to coordinate 
their activities. The aim of this paper is to examine the cooperation between learning venues 
of vocational education in the hotel industry in Cancún (Quintana Roo, Mexico), one of the 
most important tourism destinations in Latin America. By using this empirical case, the stu-
dy contributes to research in vocational education and training about the principles that are 
necessary for successful cooperation between learning venues. This study thereby critically 
discusses the setting of common goals, communication between companies and training 
organizations, and governance.

Method: In an exploratory approach and based on a qualitative framework, ten face-to-face 
expert and semi-structured interviews were conducted in Cancún. The interviews were then 
fully transcribed and evaluated using qualitative methods. The exploratory and qualitative 
study is complemented by further document analysis.

*Corresponding author: matthias.pilz@uni-koeln.de
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Findings: The results show that for successful cooperation between learning venues, the 
coordination of a common goal (to secure the availability of skilled workers) between dif-
ferent actors, and communication between companies and educational organizations (vo-
cational school/university), are particularly important for successful cooperation. Further-
more, it seems that companies are taking on a dominant role, so that vocational training 
organizations must be more in line with the wishes of the hotels. The results indicate that 
partnership-based action is not very obvious. Accordingly, the aspect of governance plays a 
subordinate role regarding the cooperation between hotels and educational organizations.

Conclusion: There are general findings, which can also be useful for other regions. This 
study shows that learning venues cooperation are possible with both vocational schools and 
universities. In order for learning venues cooperation to be successful, certain principles are 
needed. However, these principles are related to the specificity of a region or a particular 
industry.

Keywords: Tourism, Hotel Industry, Cooperation Between Learning Venues, Limits, Mexi-
co, VET, Vocational Education and Training

1 Introduction
Tourism is very important in the economy of many regions in Latin America, and it is growing 
constantly there (López, 2020a). In 2018, Mexico generated around 22.5 billion U.S. dollars due 
to international tourists alone (López, 2020b). The relevance of the sector is also evident from 
the gross domestic product (GDP), 8.5% of GDP is generated by tourism (OECD, 2017).

In recent years, the tourism sector in Mexico has provided employment for more and 
more people, and at the beginning of 2020 the number of people employed in tourism was 
approx. 4.5 million. About 9% of all employees in Mexico work in the tourism industry (SE-
DETUR & INEGI, 2020). Because of its relevance to the country, the promotion of tourism 
is considered a priority of the Mexican government.

In order to further expand this sector, not only a corresponding tourism infrastructure is 
needed, but also a well-trained workforce (e.g. Brown et al., 2001; ILO, 2011; OECD, 2018). 
Especially the tourism sector needs skilled workers at the intermediate level; thus, the impor-
tance of vocational training is coming into sharper focus (Baum, 2002; Budría & Telhado-
Pereira, 2009).

The efforts being undertaken in this regard in Mexico are a good example. The Mexican 
government reformed the national vocational training system in the 2010s, and introduced 
a Mexican model of dual training (Modelo Mexicano de Formación Dual, MMFD), to im-
part practical work experience. For this purpose, the combination of classroom-based and 
workplace-based training is important. During this reform process, the involved actors also 
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developed training concepts for the tourism sector (BIBB, 2015; CAMEXA, n.d). In the lite-
rature about different training modes, the design and interaction of the two learning venues 
is repeatedly presented as particularly successful in combining theory and practice in the 
learning process (Fürstenau et al., 2014). Very often, the dual apprenticeship system in the 
German speaking countries is regarded as a role model for a fruitful combination of the dif-
ferent learning venues (Barabasch & Heller, 2020; BMBF, 2013; Lassnigg, 2017; Smith, 2019). 
However, cooperation between learning venues is only one aspect of the German dual system 
(e.g. Gonon, 2013; Pilz & Fürstenau, 2019; Raggatt, 1988).

The study presented here takes up the focus of vocational training research, and exami-
nes exclusively the cooperation between learning venues, since this is also one important 
goal for MMFD in Mexico: "Implementation and improvement of dual vocational education 
and training in schools and Business" (BIBB, n.d.). Since German actors are involved in the 
implementation and consolidation of MMFD, and the German dual system is considered a 
model for MMFD (BIBB, n.d; Wiemann & Fuchs, 2018), the German concept of cooperation 
between learning venues will be presented (see section 2.1). Nevertheless, the concept of vo-
cational education is still further developed and continues to be modified.

The emphasis of the study is on the principles which positively influence the cooperation 
between the different learning venues. Callan and Ashworth (2004) write for instance: "Open 
and regular communication is central to successful training partnerships" (p. 52). Important 
principles are already being discussed not only in various disciplines, but also specifically for 
the tourism industry (e.g. Augustyn & Knowles, 2000). Therefore, even cooperation between 
learning venues seems to need certain principles to be successful. Previous international re-
search, however, shows that cooperation between learning venues is often not realized, or is 
difficult to arrange and maintain (Pilz & Wiemann, 2021). Reasons cited from a company's 
point of view include inadequate quality (for example of teacher’s education or technical 
equipment in the vocational schools) or inadequate standardization of curricula (Pilz, 2016; 
Pilz, 2017).

After all, the tourism sector in Mexico has not yet been researched from a training per-
spective. Therefore, part of this investigation will be to examine the principles which are 
particularly important for cooperation between learning venues, thereby focusing on the 
tourism sector in one important region for tourism in Mexico (Cancún).

The focus of this study on Cancún is due to the region's growing importance for the 
Mexican economy in recent decades (OECD, 2017). Until the 1960s, Cancún was still cha-
racterized by a peripheral rural appearance (Carte et al., 2010; Torres & Momsen, 2005a), 
which changed fundamentally with the initiation of the Mexican government's master plan 
for tourism development (Torres & Momsen, 2005b). Since then, the city of Cancún has been 
steadily expanded, with an associated hotel zone located along a lagoon about 20 km long. In 
the meantime, the number of hotels has risen to around 1,000, and over six million tourists 
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visit the region every year (SEDETUR, 2019; Statista, 2020). The region around Cancún has 
developed as one of the most important international tourist destinations of Latin America 
in just under 40 years (Statista, 2018). This development is also due to state support and pro-
motion (Brenner & Aguilar, 2002; Torres & Momsen, 2005a).

The tourism boom has attracted many workers from other parts of the Yucatán Penin-
sula, which is strongly influenced by the Maya population, and workers from other areas of 
Mexico. As a booming tourist destination, Cancún therefore is characterized by many young 
(interregional) immigrants, who sometimes are regarded as socially uprooted (Reyes Miran-
da & Cazal Ferreira, 2009). In addition, some studies criticize that the increase in economic 
growth has only limited effects on the social welfare of the region (Torres & Momsen, 2005b), 
since only few employers have offered regular employment contracts with better pay in the 
past, and the vast majority of jobs are on temporary low-wage contracts (Bianet Castellanos, 
2010). As a result, the local hotel industry lacks semi-skilled employees, such as receptio-
nists, advanced housekeeping and service personnel, who are used for demanding and com-
plex tasks. Therefore, the provision of vocational training, especially in terms of cooperation 
 between learning venues, could be an opportunity for enterprises to obtain sufficiently trai-
ned personnel.

In the following, the state of research concerning the cooperation between learning ve-
nues and the principles necessary for successful cooperation is presented. After an expla-
nation of the methodology used, the two actors and their cooperation are discussed with 
reference to the establishment of dual practices. The following also explains the point of view 
of the interview partners about the key principle of successful cooperation. Afterwards, the 
findings will be assigned to the principles and then discussed.

2 Learning Venues and Principles of Successful Cooperation  
 in the Literature

2.1 Cooperation Between Learning Venues

As discussed in the introduction, the combination of classroom-based and workplace-based 
training has recently started to spread in Mexico, and the German dual system serves as role 
model for the Mexican actors. In this study, the German dual system will be used and criti-
cally discussed as a reference to detect and define cooperation between learning venues. For 
this reason, it is important for readers who are not familiar with the German dual system, 
that the concept "cooperation between learning venues" be briefly described.
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The terms learning venues or locations of learning (in German language called "Lernort") have 
gained popularity to describe learning at two places (company/school) in Germany (Deissin-
ger, 2010; Gessler, 2017a; Pilz & Fürstenau, 2019). The term cooperation between learning ve-
nues, introduced by the German Education Council in 1974 (GEC, 1974) to describe duality 
(company/school), has become established, although in 1964 already the German Commit-
tee on Education System defines duality on the basis of the learning places (German Com-
mittee on Education System, 1966). But often more than two learning venues are included 
(e.g. training workshop, virtual classroom) (e.g. Gessler, 2017a; Deissinger, 2010). However, 
cooperation between learning venues is only one element of duality inside the German dual 
system (e.g. Pilz & Fürstenau 2019; Raggatt, 1988). 

In the literature, especially with a focus on the transfer of a dual approach, the following 
criteria are discussed, which are important for the transfer of a dual system: The willing-
ness of a company to provide training is crucial. Additionally, the existence of a legal frame-
work, which allows the integration of such practices, on part of the host countries is relevant. 
 Besides, not only scientific-based theoretical knowledge, but also experiential knowledge 
should be utilized. Cooperation between the state, the economy and the social partners is 
mentioned as a further criterion (Emmenegger et al., 2019). The focus should be on a holistic 
occupational profile, and vocational training should serve as a career-relevant measure (Fort-
wengel & Jackson, 2016; Gonon, 2013; Lewis, 2007; Valiente & Scandurra, 2017). Therefore, 
many actors are involved in vocational education (Billett & Seddon, 2004) and the singular 
focus on the learning venues in this study is a strong reduction of the duality in the German 
dual system in order to gain initial insights.

In other countries, even without a widely implemented German dual system, cooperation 
between learning venues is also discussed (Markowitsch & Wittig, 2020). For example, the 
polytechnics in India focus on a stronger link between theory and practice (Schneider & Pilz, 
2019). But it is not only system structures that involve a stronger link to practice, companies 
also want to implement dual practices. Often there are multinational companies, which, due 
to their specific organizational structure, initiate a form of duality locally, in order to be 
able to transfer their existing training programs and practices (e.g. Fortwengel & Jackson, 
2016; Pilz & Li, 2014). For example, such cooperation is intended to train workers (Mitchell, 
1998). Therefore, in the international context, cooperation between companies and voca-
tional schools or universities and colleges, has already gained in importance and attracted 
scholarly attention (e.g. Graf & Powell, 2017; Pilz, 2017; Valiente & Scandurra, 2017). Based 
on the international context, this study expands the term of cooperation between learning 
venues to include academic courses, as well as vocational schools (see also section 3).
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2.2 Necessary Principles for Successful Cooperation Between Learning 
Venues

In this paper, cooperation between learning venues in Germany is critically examined. In par-
ticular, the lack of engagement on the part of schools and companies to promote cooperation 
between learning venues is criticized (Gessler, 2017a). Fürstenau et al. (2014) write: "The coor-
dination on the local level between individual schools and companies is not regulated and often 
either happens by chance or is instigated for specific reasons, e.g. misbehavior of the apprentice 
in matters such as daily attendance" (p. 434).

Various principles, important in order for cooperation to be successful, are mentioned in 
the scientific discourse (e.g. Berliner, 1997; Kanter, 1994). As a result of the scientific discourse, 
a range of literature exists which "proceeds with steps to take to ensure 'successful' partnerships" 
(Davies & Hentschke, 2006, p. 211). Kanter (1994) writes as follows: "Successful partnerships 
manage the relationship, not just the deal" (p. 96). In particular, successful partnerships were 
also given attention in vocational training research. One example is the study by Billett et al. 
(2007). Based on a study conducted in Australia, the researchers identified five principles that 
ensure the establishment and maintenance of cooperation within vocational education and trai-
ning (Billett et al., 2007). Australia basically has a dual system, but it differs from the German 
dual system in several aspects such as different applied policies (Harris & Deissinger, 2003). The 
first principle mentioned by the authors Billett et al. (2007) is: Building and maintaining shared 
purposes and goals. Accordingly, the interests of the actors involved must first be analyzed in 
order to be able to agree on a common strategy. The set objectives are derived from the identi-
fied local challenges. Through the identification, possible solutions are able to be developed. For 
example, actors enter into a cooperation because they are dissatisfied with the existing quality 
of the vocational school system. The second important principle is: Building and maintaining 
relations with partners. Within this principle, factors are mentioned that support the establish-
ment and continuation of a relationship. According to this principle, for example, communica-
tion between the involved participants, mutual respect or the appreciation of (partial) success, 
are named. The third principle is: Building and maintaining capacities for partnership work. This 
includes infrastructure as well as resources that are relevant for cooperation. The defined goals 
can only be achieved if various resources are available. The researchers cite building and main-
taining partnership governance and leadership as the fourth principle. Governance here means 
operating in partnership. Therefore, rules are necessary which define the respective roles. This 
definition should also prevent the pursuit of particular interests. Furthermore, actors must act 
sensitively, since the respective actions can also cause concern or even mistrust within the co-
operation partners. The last principle named is: Building and maintaining trust and trustworthi-
ness. The partners should be involved in confidence-building. The exchange of information can 
also have a positive effect in building trust. In addition, the development of a strategic plan, 
honesty and respect can help to build trust.
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Since the major focus here is on vocational training research, and our study is a pilot study, 
only three principles identified by Billett et al. (2007) are followed in our study: Building and 
maintaining shared purposes and goals, building and maintaining relations with partners, 
building and maintaining partnership governance and leadership. Since dual practices have 
not existed in Cancún for long, the other two principles are not considered in this study. For 
example, trust must be built over time (e.g. Dyer & Chu, 2000), which in turn can have an 
impact on the provision of resources.

Even though the major focus here is on vocational training research, these three princip-
les for successful cooperation are also cited in other disciplines. Economic geography can 
be mentioned as one example. While often, there only isolated actors in a region or country 
who try to change the institutional system of skill formation ('institutional entrepreneurs'), 
as in Vietnam (Wrana & Revilla Diez, 2016), sometimes there is broader cooperation on 
vocational education and training, as for example in Mexico’s manufacturing sector (Wie-
mann & Fuchs, 2018). Economic geographers emphasize that space usually implies regional 
disparities, with growing regions as centers, and less prosperous regions that are in peripheral 
positions; thus, often a focus is on the particular conditions for regional growth and deve-
lopment. Examples are metropolitan areas and clusters. Porter (1998) inspired research on 
clusters in economic geography, as a possible target to study reduced costs that companies 
have when they have access to local skilled labor. As a result, enterprises and vocational trai-
ning organizations can identify the training of skilled workers as a common objective, so that 
the region also benefits. The relationship between the partners also plays a role. For example, 
Bathelt et al. (2002) focus on local buzz, the diverse exchange of knowledge between actors 
on a local level, as fundamental for cooperation, where for example, rumors are exchanged. 
Reputation is a relevant resource for networking, and at the same time results from mutual 
interaction (Glückler, 2007; Glückler, 2014).

In addition to continuous ongoing cooperation, temporary personal face-to-face contacts 
are important (Ponds et al., 2009). All this contributes to successfully overcoming existing 
frictions (Bathelt et al., 2018). Accordingly, the various forms of communication must be 
taken into account for a successful cooperation. Governance is also discussed and recog-
nized as relevant with reference to cooperation in vocational training (Glückler et al., 2011). 
Glückler et al. (2011) place the actors (e.g. companies and vocational schools) with their dif-
ferent roles and tasks, in the center of attention. This relates to broader fields of international 
research on how organizations can overcome institutional differences in space (Cantwell et 
al., 2010; Krzywdzinski & Jo, 2020).

It is evident from these references that across disciplines, the definition of common 
goals, the formation of relationships and governance are considered important principles 
for successful cooperation. Although "guidelines for building better partnerships" (Callan & 
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 Ashworth, 2004, p. 59) were provided in the scientific discourse of vocational education and 
training, the need for further research is mentioned (Callan & Ashworth, 2004).

Consequently, the three principles of the study by Billett et al. (2007) serve as a starting 
point for our study of successful cooperation between learning venues in Cancún. The rele-
vant research question in this paper is therefore: Are a common goal, communication between 
actors and joint action, equally important in cooperation between learning venues in Cancún?

3 Methodology
The research question was investigated by an interdisciplinary research team consisting of 
two senior and two junior researchers from the department of vocational education and of 
economic geography. For this study, a qualitative approach was chosen to gain explorative in-
sights in order to approach the research subject. Besides, the qualitative approach is useful in 
order to distil and complete the important influencing variables in relation to answering the 
research objective. This contributes to results, in which relevant factors are not overlooked 
(Hollstein, 2011). Therefore, the study comprised qualitative interviews in Cancún in August 
2019. The interviewees were selected on the basis of an intensive internet search, which took 
place in advance.

The interviews were conducted and interpreted as described in the following. Ten face-
to-face and semi-structured interviews were conducted as bilateral or group interviews, 
with a total of 14 experts, such as five Human Resource managers from different hotels (two 
Mexican and three international hotels), three experts on the administrative level of two 
business-related authorities (municipal tourist office, tourism ministry), five persons of two 
educational organizations (headmasters and dual training coordinators of a university and 
a vocational school) and an expert of an employers' association, in order to gain a broad 
comprehensive picture of the players in the network of vocational training work in the hotel 
sector. The experts were selected for the semi-structured interviews because they have insi-
der expertise and knowledge due to their work position (Bogner et al., 2009). A university 
is also involved in order to pursue this research question, because in Mexico not only com-
panies, but especially universities seem to be very interested in the introduction of a dual 
system approach (Graf et al., 2014). Accordingly, various forms of combinations of locations 
of learning, including work-based learning activities (Evans et al., 2006) are considered here.

The questions for the semi-structured interviews were developed on the basis of theore-
tical literature of both disciplines, vocational education and economic geography, which is 
quoted in the second section. The focus of the questions was mainly on the macro- ("insti-
tutional structures and economic, social and political framework") and meso-level ("organi-
sational and regulatory design of TVET") (Pilz & Wiemann, 2021, p. 98). For example, the 
connection to the vocational school system or the training strategy of companies were in the 
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foreground (Pilz & Wiemann, 2021). The micro level was also considered in the interviews 
such as questions regarding training of learners in the hotels or the educational organizations, 
but the focus of this paper is on the other two levels. For this reason, questions were asked, 
for example, with whom cooperation are entered into and what the structure of the respective 
cooperation is. The interviews also included questions regarding the financing of vocational 
education. The interviews took place in Spanish and were subsequently fully transcribed. A 
total of about twelve hours could be evaluated; guided visits to the hotels or the educational 
organizations are not included in these hours. The evaluation of the interviews was carried 
out using qualitative content method in order to do justice to the specificity of the subject 
matter, the conceptual approach and the openness of the questions (Kuckartz, 2014). The 
transcripts allowed for case summaries that were closely aligned with the statements and did 
not show any evaluations. With the help of these summaries, categories and tables could be 
formed to achieve an analysis (Kuckartz, 2014).

Multi-star hotels in the Cancún hotel zone along the lagoon were included for the semi-
structured interviews. These hotels are primarily aimed at international guests, the majority 
of whom come from the USA (SEDETUR, 2019). The hotels in the city of Cancún (on the 
mainland beyond the lagoon), which are aimed primarily at business or individual travelers, 
were not included. The focus was on the 4- and 5-star hotels in the hotel zone, because these 
make up the majority of rooms available in the state in these two categories and therefore 
form the main agglomeration area (SEDETUR, 2018). The hotel companies located in the 
region are largely owned by US, Spanish, German and Mexican hotel chains. For this reason, 
the selection of the hotels was also based on the listed company headquarters. This procedure 
allows an overview of the cooperation between learning venues. The contact persons in the 
companies were Human Resource managers or the training officers. Since many actors are 
active in vocational education in Mexico (e.g. Wiemann & Fuchs, 2018), business-related 
organizations, which promote vocational education (SEDETUR, n.d.; SEMS, n.d.), were also 
included in our study. In these organizations visited, interviews were conducted with people 
at the administrative level.

In order to better place the interview statements in the local context, an intensive web 
analysis was carried out, comprising an analysis of newspapers such as El Universal (a very 
popular Mexican newspaper) or databases from INEGI (National Institute of Statistics and 
Geography). Accordingly, various documents were reviewed for their content regarding vo-
cational education and tourism in order to supplement and secure the knowledge. Both the 
interviews and the different documents complete the picture of vocational education in the 
tourism sector in Mexico, since this study uses different data sources (triangulation) (Bowen, 
2009).
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4 Presentation of the Findings for Cooperation Between   
 Learning Venues in Cancún
In order to answer our research question, the cooperation between learning venues in the 
hotel industry in Cancún is presented first. Since it is an exploratory study, the findings of the 
study will be presented before they are discussed in the following part (section 5) and there 
assigned to the three principles.

First, the decision regarding learning venues cooperation lies with the local hotels; they 
are not influenced by the headquarters. The learning venues cooperation exist between the 
hotels and the vocational school as well as between the hotels and the universities in order 
to provide dual approaches. Only if contracts persist between the hotels and the vocational 
training organizations, learners can gain practical learning in the hotels. On the one hand, 
the vocational school offers a Mexican dual system (MMFD). MMFD means that apprentices 
learn both in vocational schools and in companies (BIBB, 2015). Over half of the learning 
content are vocational subjects (Kis et al., 2009). In particular, companies and vocational 
schools play a significant role in training of learners. In the companies at least one person is 
responsible for the coordination of the learners and employees (called tutors), who should 
show the work to be done to the learners. Also, the vocational schools have on the one hand 
teachers who teach the contents and on the other hand a person who is in close contact with 
the companies (e.g. SEMS, n.d.). In Cancún, the vocational school, which can be assigned 
to the secondary school level, offers two training courses in the tourism sector, each las-
ting three years. During the first two years, apprentices are taught entirely at the vocational 
school, in the final year they spend four days a week in companies and one day at vocational 
school. The dual training is carried out for the apprentices in areas with rather low formal 
qualification requirements, such as assistant cook. At the end of the MMFD, the learners also 
receive their high school diploma in Cancún, through which they can enter university.

On the other hand, there are learning venues cooperation between the hotels and the 
universities. The local universities offer tourism related courses of study such as tourism 
 management, which send interns for practical phases. The internships for students who also 
have English language skills, for example, take place at stations such as the reception, and 
other areas with direct customer contact. This allows a distinction to be made between voca-
tional schools, providing apprentices for entry level occupations and universities providing 
interns for middle-level positions.

4.1 Building and Maintaining Shared Purposes and Goals

The interviewees mention principles that are important for cooperation between learning 
venues and which will be described in detail in the following. Firstly, it should be noted that 
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the two actors (hotels and educational organizations (vocational school, university) have dif-
ferent interests and motives in relation to the vocational training, which is why it is important 
to set common goals. As already mentioned, there is a significant increase in the number of 
hotels in Cancún. Therefore, hotels are looking for skilled workers, which educational orga-
nizations are trying to prepare for their future professional life. Due to the shortage of skilled 
workers, both of the actors (hotels and educational organizations) not only have a common 
challenge but also a common objective, which is why they establish contact with each other. 
For example, hotel interviewees point out that practical training units prepare learners better 
for the future. According to one business-related authority the entire region becomes more 
competitive due to training measures. However, in spite of a common goal, own interests can 
also be pursued. The vocational training organizations have got their own motives such as the 
preference for larger local hotels:

"We are looking for large hotels that are recognized nationally and internationally. We want them 
because of their experience in the hotel business. So, we look for these hotels so that the learners 
have the opportunity to belong to a large, recognized hotel and that is what we look for too." 
( Educational Organization 1)

In addition to the educational organizations, the hotels also have their own motives. Some 
human resources managers emphasize their own, and the hotel's commitment to the training 
during the practical phases. Other interviewees express interest in the fact that the appren-
tices and interns represent a reserve pool for later recruitment needs. Still others openly 
admit that the apprentices and interns are cheap labor for the company. Almost none of the 
hotels pay a salary to the apprentices and students, apart from food, uniforms, and transport 
 expenses. In contrast, students are obliged to pay their study fees.

Despite the different individual interests of the actors such as the hotels and the educatio-
nal organizations, the vocational training for the students can only be implemented when the 
actors cooperate and pursue the common goal, as it is done in this example, by concluding 
contracts. The pursuit of a common idea is regarded as an essential principle, and the ideas of 
the two actors must therefore be in harmony.

4.2 Building and Maintaining Relations With Partners

Several interview partners point out the significance of communication between the coope-
ration partners. Face-to-face or other channels of communication can promote exchange 
between the hotels and educational organizations. The actors for example connect through 
messaging services such as Skype, telephone and regular meetings. Communication can be 
used as a tool in order to achieve a common goal and to sort out the contracts between the 
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hotels and the educational organizations. Also, through communication positive results can 
be achieved for all concerned:

"That there is always communication, that we can always have a meeting […]. As long as there is 
that part of communication, we can get better results from each member." (Hotel 1)

Through communication the actors can also agree on common objectives and all players 
can be informed of what is expected of them. For example, several hotels argue that they are 
reluctant to accept apprentices and interns for the practical phase in their companies for less 
than three months, because it would not be worthwhile. In their opinion, learners can gain 
more insight over a longer period of time.

4.3 Building and Maintaining Partnership Governance and Leadership

Not only the possibility of communication must be available, but also the areas of responsi-
bility must be clearly established in order to be able to conclude contracts. Therefore, each 
cooperation partner should know what role they have in the cooperation. For  example, 
two companies argue that learners in educational organizations need to be prepared for 
the  business environment. In this context they should be taught the seriousness of practi-
cal  learning, where the focus is once again shifting to communication in order to generate 
such coordination and avoid contract cancellations. Through the meetings, the vocational 
education organizations can ask what the hotels expect from the teachers. Only through 
communication can cooperation be successful, such as the training of a skilled worker. One 
 interviewee describes this as follows:

"The communication between [Educational Organization] and hotel, working together to have a 
better product that, in this case, is the learner. That the learner goes well prepared to the hotel so 
that the hotels tell us: 'This is the perfect learner. This is what I need for my hotel'. So, I think that 
communication is the most important thing." (Educational Organization 1)

At the same time, this quote illustrates the responsibility of vocational training providers to 
prepare learners accordingly. This highlights the importance of the reports that provide in-
formation to the vocational education organizations. In these reports persons responsible for 
the learners in the hotels note the state of the learners as well as cases of inadequate student 
behavior. The training organizations receive the reports about once a month. This implies 
that a good preparation of the learners in the vocational education organizations is of a high 
priority in Cancún. As a result, the learners are no longer accepted for practical phases in 
their hotels, if the hotels are not satisfied with the "product":
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"Maybe these learners did not behave in the right way and then there is a problem. Because if a 
learner does not behave in the right way and provoke a situation inside the hotel that is not the 
right one, then we can cancel the training." (Hotel 2)

The hotels can terminate the contracts quite easily because they can train their employees 
independently. The hotels allow their employees a high degree of upward mobility through 
their own training offerings, which means that not every hotel relies on cooperation partners.

Nevertheless, a vocational training organization expresses the need for a division of res-
ponsibilities between the cooperation partners of the learning venues. According to this, the 
aspect of governance seems particularly important for vocational training organizations:

"The other scheme is operational work, collaboration: Neither can we leave all the responsibility 
to the hotel for the formation of the student, nor should the hotel leave it to us. It is a matter of 
collaboration and balance." (Educational Organization 2)

Besides, the interviews also show that the contracts between the hotels and the vocational 
training organizations mainly include the legal aspects, for example, what happens when a 
learner has an accident at work or that the learners continue to have a pupil or student status. 
The contracts convey less of the contents. In the hotels, the department heads of the respec-
tive stations are responsible for the learners. Therefore, the department heads decide which 
practical skills are taught to the learners.

5 Discussion of the Findings
In the following, the findings from the previous section will be assigned to the three princip-
les of Billett et al. (2007), which are in focus. The findings are thus structured according to 
the three selected principles. As the following shows the findings are related to the theoretical 
framework presented in chapter two.

5.1 Building and Maintaining Shared Purposes and Goals

In order to present the aspect of common objectives precisely, a separation of two different 
perspectives concerning the actors is crucial. On the one hand the focus can only be on the 
same group or type of actors (different hotels), and on the other hand between the different 
types of actors (educational organizations versus hotels). This distinction highlights differen-
ces which have an influence on the setting of common objectives. 

If the hotels in Cancún alone are considered, it can be concluded that even though the 
great demand for skilled labor in the tourism industry is obvious, the hotels do not enter 
into agreements among themselves to train skilled workers jointly. Due to the strong local 



80 Cooperation Between Learning Venues: Cancún Hotel Industry

competition, the hotels are afraid that their staff will move away. This is also illustrated by the 
following quotation: 

"As here is a lot of supply, the workers suddenly say: 'They will pay me 300 pesos more or 200 pesos 
more over there. […] I'm going because they're going to pay me more there'." (Hotel 2)

Consequently, the liberal labor market with little regulation, a high rate of labor-turnover, 
and the risk of poaching (Mohrenweiser et al., 2013; Muehlemann & Wolter, 2011) not only 
has an influence on the setting of common goals. Due to the high level of competition, hotels 
do not seem to pursue common goals among themselves. This indicates that the hotels do not 
cooperate with each other in this respect.

However, if the aspect of common goals between various groups of actors is examined, 
a different result emerges. The individual hotels and the vocational training organizations 
both have an interest in skilled workers, so that the common goal is found. This goal in 
particular may become more important in the future, as more hotel zones are being built 
around the city, which means that more skilled workers are needed. Only when the potential 
cooperation partners realize that they will benefit from more intensive cooperation, more 
specific measures can be identified and implemented. There are a lot of hotels entering into 
partnerships with vocational training organizations in order to train skilled workers together. 
Therefore, if the different groups of actors are at the center, the results of Billett et al. (2007) 
can be confirmed. The different interests can be pursued together because they harmonize 
with the common goal. Thus, hotels get skilled workers and vocational training organizations 
have got more learners, who in turn pay tuition fees.

In addition, the community can also be mentioned as another actor that aims to promote 
regional development. Cooperation between learning venues can enable this goal. Finally, 
the entire region can benefit from the common goals of different players (Porter, 1998). Thus, 
the definition of common goals between the actors is crucial. The insight of the involvement 
of different actors should be understood in the further course of the work in relation to 
 common goals.

5.2 Building and Maintaining Relations With Partners

A difference to the study by Billett et al. (2007) can be seen with regard to the principle of 
"building and maintaining relations with partners", because it seems that communication in 
particular, stands out as an important principle. Common goals for the different actors can 
only be set through communication. Vocational training organizations in particular require the 
exchange of information with the hotels, as this enables them to prepare learners  accordingly. 
Consequently, vocational training organizations especially are dependent on knowing what 
the hotels expect from them. Discussions can set out the expectations. Therefore, our results 
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suggest that Callan and Ashworth's (2004) statement that communication between actors is 
important is confirmed. Likewise, the necessity of local buzz is evident (Bathelt et al., 2002).

In Cancún, vocational training organizations seem to depend more on the contracts with 
the hotels, because only in this way are practical phases possible. For this reason, perceived 
challenges must also be communicated so that both actors can act. Billett et al. (2007) cite 
mutual respect as one key to fostering the relationship. In Cancún, this respect is only per-
ceptible to a certain extent, since, for example, legal contracts can be concluded quickly, but 
at the same time can be revoked easily. Likewise, the appreciation of partial successes is not 
mentioned. Therefore, all forms of communication seem to gain in importance. 

Tynjälä (2008) writes with regard to relationship between schools and companies: "It is 
important that school-based and work-based learning enter into a closer relationship" (p. 
150). This is possible if there is a stronger link between companies and vocational training 
organizations. Accordingly, communication may be essential if relationships between part-
ners are to be strengthened (Kanter, 1994). The findings therefore indicate that the relations 
between cooperation partners are probably not very close. It should be examined whether 
more commitment from the actors is required (Gessler, 2017a) or how the relationship can 
be further strengthened.

5.3 Building and Maintaining Partnership Governance and Leadership

With regard to the principle of "building and maintaining partnership governance and lea-
dership", further conclusions become evident if we focus on the case of Cancún. First of all, 
it becomes obvious that there is no partnership-based action between the hotels and the edu-
cational organizations. The hotels are in a dominant position because there are about 1,000 
hotels on site, which are in competition with each other. Therefore, there is cost pressure on 
the part of the hotels in order to remain competitive. Hence, they can also quickly terminate 
contracts with vocational training organizations, if, for example, the learners do not behave 
according to expectations. The contracts indemnify the hotel if the students are involved in 
an accident at work. In addition, the hotels ensure that the learners are not employees and 
that they maintain their learner status. Thus, the hotels do not have to pay the learners a 
salary. There is also no clear outline of what the learners should learn where. From these re-
marks, it is evident that the cooperation between learning venues in Cancún is not a matter of 
partnership; because hotels can train their own employees completely, and an employee can 
advance from dishwasher to director, it is obvious that the vocational training organizations 
are dependent on the hotels whereas hotels are not dependent on the training organizations 
to the same extent. The responsibility is therefore not shared equally.

Since the dual training system is still quite young, and has only been implemented in 
recent years, the understanding of the other roles may need to be sharpened. Accordingly, 
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a common consensus would have to be developed in the future to define the various roles. 
 Furthermore, it is not quite clear how the goal of training skilled workers by the different 
actors is to be achieved. Possibly this is a further point of view, which must be considered in 
more detail in the future. However, studies already show that even in Germany equal part-
nerships with regard to cooperation between learning venues do not exist to any large extent 
(Fürstenau et al., 2014; Gessler, 2017a); thus, this aspect is not unique to Cancún.

Contrary to an earlier study (Baum, 2002), the different actors in Cancún are not depen-
dent on each other. Rather, our data show that the willingness of companies is particularly 
important in order to enter into cooperation. If more companies are motivated, for  example 
by vocational training organizations taking greater account of the needs of companies ( Billett, 
2000), then the aspect of governance can become more relevant. For this reason, vocational 
training organizations have a primary responsibility towards learners in Cancún.

In summary, it can be concluded that the most important principles for successful co-
operation between learning venues are that the different actors have common goals and that 
there should be good communication between the cooperation partners. It is also apparent 
that the governance aspect between hotels and educational organizations is not yet strongly 
developed in Cancún. In addition, however, it also becomes evident that hotels are reluctant 
to set common goals with other hotels because of the fear of losing employees.

It can be concluded that this study provides some indications not only for Cancún, but for 
tourism in Mexico, and, for example, for further regions in Latin America. But the transfer 
of findings can only be done very cautiously, as country and local specifics have to be taken 
into account, which, however, cannot be discussed here. In general, the findings show and 
literature underlines that cooperation between learning venues can contribute to improve 
local skill formation systems (Mitchell, 1998). Recently, companies have successfully star-
ted cooperation between learning venues with both universities and vocational schools (e.g. 
Graf & Powell, 2017; Pilz, 2017; Valiente & Scandurra, 2017). But efforts are always needed 
to strengthen collaborations (Thelen, 2004). In particular, maintaining relationship as well 
as maintaining partnership governance are central if collaborations are to be successful in 
the future. For this reason, actors must rely on a variety of mechanisms to achieve common 
goals.

6 Conclusion
The results indicate that the cooperation of the different actors, which the paper considered 
very important at the beginning on the basis of the previous research findings, is also of cen-
tral importance in the empirical case. In particular, the findings show that certain principles 
are needed. The definition of common goals by the different players, as well as the commu-
nication between the hotels and the vocational training organizations, are both necessary 
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for successful cooperation between learning venues. Furthermore, it seems that there are 
no complex governance structures. This is particularly due to the fact that hotels are in a 
stronger position, and dominate the vocational training organizations. It may be important 
to point out that the state has little influence because the government sets only basic stan-
dards. In particular, the state seems to have little influence on the curricula in detail or the 
contractual arrangements for learners, so that the hotels have a powerful role. Consequently, 
the constellation of actors must be considered in order to obtain more information about 
cooperation in Cancún (Emmenegger et al., 2019).

As a result of our study in Cancún, we assume that cooperation between learning venues 
is advantageous not only for the entire region, but also for the hotels, vocational schools and 
universities. Hotels can select their future staff from the pool of learners, and vocational 
education organizations can offer these training courses. The interviewees state that learners 
benefit from such cooperation because they gain practical experience. Nevertheless, we do 
not exclude on the basis of these results, that other successful training arrangements may also 
exist (e.g. Gessler, 2017b; Peters, 2019).

Specifics in other regions and industries may influence the actions of actors, so different 
principles may be needed for successful collaborations. Accordingly, external factors must 
be considered. External factors are country-specific contextual influences which can have 
an impact on the training measures of companies. For example, external factors such as the 
local labor market or connectivity to the vocational school system must also be considered 
(Vogelsang & Pilz, 2021) in order to determine the required principles. As a consequence, it 
is important to identify the necessary principles before attempting to bring about a coope-
ration in order to make it successful. Amery (2000) describes this as follows: "Organizations 
might wish to consider ways to foster partnership working, such as joint training initiatives 
with partner organizations or professional groups […]. It will be important to identify those 
factors that enable sustained commitment to working together" (p. 30). It is therefore evident 
that each partnership needs different principles in order to be sustained, but which must be 
agreed upon. By identifying the necessary principles, partnerships can exist in the long term, 
because the actors are satisfied with the cooperation (Anderson & Narus, 1990). Thus, the 
cancellation of cooperations can be prevented.

However, there are limitations in our study, as only ten expert interviews were conducted, 
in one city. It should be pointed out that Cancún is a special tourist region, so the state-
ments should be considered with caution. Therefore, further research is needed to investigate 
whether similar results would be achieved in other regions. Similarly, a long-term study can 
identify whether, for example, other necessary principles are relevant. Further research is also 
necessary with a view to a broader network. This raises the question of whether governance 
in a larger network should be given greater importance.
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