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Experiential Learning in Events Management Degree Programmes: A Position Statement on Issues
of Evidence-Based Practice

Academics within events management disciplines should strive to encourage experiential
learning opportunities for their students, but should also consider and re-evaluate the
importance of reflective practice within this process. In particular, academics should consider
the potential benefits of evidence-based practice as part of the experiential reflective learning
process in order to encourage the development of key transferable skills and deeper forms of
learning that will enable future graduates to become reflective practitioners, with the
necessary skillset to regularly engage in continued professional development within industry
settings. Further discussion, debate and research on such matters is required within events
management literature.

Keywords: Events Management; Experiential Learning; Evidence-Based Practice; Reflective
Practice.

1. Introduction

The potential benefits of experiential learning for events management students on higher education
degree programmes have often been advocated (e.g. Bower, 2014; Byrd, 2009; Canberg, 2009;
Garlick, 2014; Kim et al., 2015; Lamb, 2015; Lei et al., 2015; Miller et al., 2022; 2015; Sealy, 2018;
Walters, 2021). Such authors often describe opportunities that have been provided for students to
‘learn-by-doing’ through their involvement in live event briefs, that is, by planning, running and
delivering live events. It is often argued by such authors that students can develop deeper forms of
learning by having opportunities to put into practice those event planning and management
techniques that have been learnt in the classroom. For academics, there is therefore a need to
provide students with opportunities to develop necessary underlying transferable skillsets and
knowledge to operate effectively as future practitioners within the dynamic, fast-paced and ever-
changing events industry (Criscione-Naylor, 2022; Kashef, 2015; Lee et al., 2009; Robertson et al.,
2012; Stone et al., 2017). Within this context, a key component of the experiential learning process
is the need for students to critically reflect upon and learn from their experiences of planning and
delivering activities such as live events. The purpose of this position statement is therefore twofold:
(a) to question whether there is scope to further develop those processes of critical reflection that
events management students undertake during their time at university; and (b) to consider the
potential benefits of encouraging students, as future practitioners, to engage more particularly in
forms of evidence-based practice and/or evidence-based reflection whilst involved in experiential
learning activities such as planning, running and delivering live events.

2. Experiential learning within events management degree programmes

According to the Quality Assurance Agency for Higher Education (QAA), one of the key transferable
skills and learning outcomes that graduates of all events, hospitality, leisure, sport and tourism
degree programmes will demonstrate in the United Kingdom (UK) is an ability to:

viii: take and demonstrate proactive responsibility for their own learning and continuing
personal and professional development through self-appraisal and reflecting on practice in
academic and professional contexts (Quality Assurance Agency, 2019, p.12).

Whilst various authors advocate the use of experiential learning techniques and reflective practice
processes for events management students during their time at university (e.g. Byrd, 2009; Canberg,
2009; Garlick, 2014; Kim et al., 2015; Lamb, 2015; Lei et al., 2015; Miller et al., 2022; 2015; Sealy,
2018; Walters, 2021), there is often little discussion of what exactly such reflective practice activities
should involve, or how exactly they should be undertaken. There are a few authors who refer to



possible approaches or concepts that might aid processes of student reflection. For example, Bower
(2014) has suggested that a framework such as Dewey’s Experiential Learning Theory can be
implemented effectively by both staff and students within higher education as a means of planning,
running and organising an event, thereby leading to enhanced reflective practice learning
opportunities for students. Others have suggested that academic staff in higher education should
advocate, develop and encourage the use of Kolb’s Experiential Learning Cycle as a means of
facilitating an enhanced student reflective learning experience (Rossetti, 2023). Bladen et al. (2018)
and Ramsbottom et al. (2018) have likewise suggested that Kolb’s Experiential Learning Cycle might
potentially be used to facilitate opportunities for continued professional development (CPD) and
deeper forms of learning for events practitioners, groups and organisations who are operating
within the events industry as part of their day-to-day working experiences. Indeed, there is a
longstanding need to encourage events practitioners and students or future graduates to become
lifelong reflective practitioners. For example, Getz and Page (2016, p.598) have argued that:

It has always proved difficult to get practitioners to contribute research papers or case studies
to the refereed, academic literature. The starting point is for practitioners to be reflective, not
just focused on the tasks at hand, and to use this reflection in part to initiate research
projects.

There have been calls for reflective practice to be encouraged and become more embedded
amongst practitioners within the events industry, although ‘how and when this reflection takes place
is an issue for event managers, event educators, and researchers in terms of embedding learning
and knowledge’ (Ramsbottom et al., 2018, p.1). Some authors have suggested that processes of
reflection and self-learning tend to take place in a more tacit and understated manner within
industry settings (Robinson and Burns, 2022). But arguably, the development of more effective and
critical reflective practice processes and activities amongst students and future industry
practitioners may help to facilitate, in part, the call amongst some academics (e.g. Bladen and
Kennell, 2014; Jiang and Schmader, 2014; Nelson and Silvers, 2009) for the continued
professionalisation of events as an industry. At present, there remains a relative lack of discussion
within events management literature on the processes through which students, graduates and
current industry practitioners might engage more critically and effectively in reflective practice
activities and, where necessary, relevant forms of CPD, as part of the underpinning process that is
involved in becoming lifelong, critical and reflective practitioners.

3. The challenges of critical reflection

Having worked in different capacities, at different post-92 higher education institutions within the
UK, and different academic departments where forms of experiential learning have been
implemented within taught modules, there often appear to have been a number of similarities in the
ways that students engage in reflective practice activities as part of event management degree
programmes. In particular, traditional reflective practice models such as Kolb’s (1984) Experiential
Learning Cycle or Gibbs’s (1988) Reflective Cycle have often been used as frameworks to encourage
student reflection. There have indeed been instances in which such approaches and frameworks
began to facilitate opportunities for students to reflect upon aspects of their experiences, such as
their involvement in planning, running and delivering a live event. However, there can also be
problems and challenges for academic staff to consider in encouraging students to reflect more
critically on aspects of their practice through use of such frameworks (Platt, 2014; Thompson and
Pascal, 2012). Authors in various disciplines have been critical at times of the somewhat simplistic
and descriptive tendencies that can result from use of traditional reflective practice models
(Bannigan and Moores, 2009). There are occasions when student reflections appear to be based on
little more than a student’s own personal opinion and/or perspectives when applying traditional



reflective practice models, particularly in those instances when students are proposing possible
changes to aspects of their future practice.

Drawing upon prior personal experiences of leading, teaching and reviewing or examining events
management modules in which experiential learning and reflective practice techniques have been
embedded, it is evident that some students undertake such processes in a critical and reflective
manner. Yet as suggested by authors such as Bannigan and Moores (2009), there can also be
challenges at times for academic staff in encouraging students to reflect more critically on aspects of
their practice. To cite just one relatively common exemplar based on past experiences of teaching,
delivering and examining events management modules, one of the key areas and industry-focussed
skillsets that students often choose to reflect upon following delivery and completion of a live event,
is a perceived felt need to improve their underpinning approach to marketing any future events they
may deliver. Despite discussing key underpinning principles relating to the marketing of events with
students in lectures and workshops — building on key events management and marketing textbooks,
literature, theories and concepts — in many instances, it becomes evident that students initially start
to offer anecdotal suggestions as part of a reflective practice process to suggest how their future
practice might be improved. This often includes suggestions such as the need to start any marketing
campaigns earlier and implement a wider range of marketing activities or channels. Yet there are
many instances in which such reflections — supported through use of reflective practice frameworks
such as Kolb (1984) and Gibbs (1988) — are initially based upon little more than a series of ‘common-
sense’ statements and assumptions.

Linked to the exemplar above, if students are to reflect more critically upon the challenges that they
have experienced — in marketing their event more effectively, for example — then could changes in
their future practice not potentially be better facilitated by drawing upon and grounding their
reflections more critically in relevant marketing literature and peer-review research, or industry
experience and knowledge, rather than personal opinion and anecdotal evidence? Should students
be encouraged to revisit key marketing principles, theories, concepts and techniques? Should they
be encouraged to reconsider the manner in which they identified a potential target audience?
Should they be encouraged to reconsider the underpinning design of the marketing messages,
campaigns and channels that they chose to implement? There are of course numerous events
management textbooks with chapters or sections that discuss key processes, concepts, theories and
techniques for the marketing of events (e.g. Ferdinand and Kitchin, 2022; Getz and Page, 2016;
Quick, 2020; Raj, Rashid and Walters, 2017; Shone and Parry, 2019). Students could also be
encouraged to draw upon relevant literature from wider marketing disciplines or other industry-
driven resources. Similar questions could likewise be asked of students in relation to some of the
other common areas of reflection that often appear to provide a basis for subsequent student
reflection, such as their experiences of leadership and followership during the event planning
process, the challenges posed by internal power-relationships and group-dynamics within event
planning settings, and so on. One of the key challenges for both academic staff and students is
potentially, therefore, to consider from what types of resources students could potentially draw
relevant information and evidence in order to develop more evidence-informed approaches to their
reflections, future practice and ongoing CPD.

4. Towards evidence-based practice in events management degree programmes?

From the perspective of academics, students and practitioners operating in the field of events
management, the key emergent question based on the preceding discussion is whether there may
potentially be scope to facilitate more detached and critical forms of reflection and decision making
through the use of evidence-based practice as part of the experiential learning process? Processes of
evidence-based practice have indeed become widespread for professionals working in many other
industries and settings, such as education, healthcare, nursing, social work and occupational therapy



(e.g. Aglen, 2016; Bannigan and Moores, 2009; Bouffard and Reid, 2012; Howard et al., 2003;
Hutzler, 2011; Mullen et al., 2007). Working primarily in the field of occupational therapy, Bannigan
and Moores (2009) draw a clear distinction between the concepts of reflective practice and
evidence-based practice. More traditional forms of reflective practice, they argue, are based largely
upon an individual examining a prior experience, but relying predominantly on their own pre-
existing knowledge and personal viewpoint to underpin subsequent reflections. Instead, Bannigan
and Moores (2009) argue in favour of a transition from such custom and anecdotal forms of
evidence towards the use of research and an underlying evidence-base to support practitioner
learning and potential changes in future practice.

Rather than drawing upon personal viewpoints and anecdotal evidence when reflecting upon past
experiences, there are potential opportunities for academics to encourage their students to draw
directly upon relevant evidence whilst engaging in processes of reflective practice (Bannigan and
Moores, 2009). Such evidence-based forms of reflection are not necessarily ingrained and directly
embedded within the reflective practice frameworks that are advocated by authors such as Gibbs
(1988) and Kolb (1984), although this does not of course preclude the fact that students could be
encouraged to implement such models in a more critical evidence-driven manner. There are
however also frameworks such as the Model of Professional Thinking (Bannigan and Moores, 2009)
that fundamentally incorporate evidence-based practice as a fundamental and integral aspect of the
process of critical reflection and practitioner learning. Again, based on prior personal experience of
teaching such issues on events management modules, teaching and running workshops linked to
issues of reflective practice and evidence-based practice has, at times, afforded opportunities for
some students to begin to move beyond more simplistic anecdotal points of reflection and, instead,
start to engage more critically in evidence-based processes of reflection and experiential learning. It
is therefore important to pose the question as to whether academic staff need to encourage
students to consider the levels of criticality that are expected when engaging in experiential learning
and interrelated reflective practice activities, beyond the more descriptive confines that are often
implied within many traditional reflective practice models?

5. Conclusion

The underlying intentions within this position statement were to pose the questions as to whether
students who are involved in experiential learning through the planning, running and delivery of live
events can potentially develop deeper and more critical reflective practice skills, potentially through
use of evidence-based practice and evidence-based forms of reflection. There is arguably a need to
encourage greater and more critical levels of reflection amongst events management students and
future practitioners, particularly given calls that have emanated from some academics for trends
towards the continued professionalisation of events as an industry (Bladen and Kennell, 2014; Jiang
and Schmader, 2014; Nelson and Silvers, 2009). Consideration needs to be given to the careful
design of events management degree programmes to ensure that opportunities for experiential
learning are fundamentally embedded within programme structures and designs (Platt, 2014). When
subsequently involved in forms of experiential learning — such as planning, running and delivering a
live event — students also need to be encouraged to reflect upon aspects of their experience, more
particularly by drawing upon relevant evidence, thereby learning the necessary skills to develop
aspects of their future practice based upon an underlying evidence-base and examples of best
practice either from industry settings, academic research or other relevant forms of knowledge.
Such forms of evidence-based practice have proved effective in other industries and disciplines
(Bannigan and Moores, 2009), and may potentially contribute, in part, to the continued
professionalisation of events as an industry as well as the continued CPD and lifelong learning of
students as future events practitioners. As such, there is also a need to ensure the careful design,
planning and delivery of individual modules within broader degree programme frameworks, to
better incorporate multiple learning and teaching opportunities relating to the concepts of reflective



practice and evidence-based practice as key transferable skills that support principles of lifelong
learning for future practitioners within the events industry. It is arguably the role of academics to: (a)
emphasise the importance of CPD as an essential aspect of becoming a reflective future practitioner;
(b) provide the necessary opportunities to facilitate the development of such transferable skills
amongst their students through the development of more critical forms of experiential learning and
evidence-based reflective practice within the curriculum; and (c) seek to advance existing research
relating to processes of reflective practice, evidence-based practice and experiential learning, both
within higher education and within the events industry. It is therefore hoped that this position
statement might provide an initial basis to encourage further discussion, debate and possible future
research agendas on such matters.
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