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AbstractResumen

En el presente artículo se analizan los 
planteamientos teórico conceptuales 
de las profesiones en sus dimensio-

nes sociológica y económica, que funda-
mentan los estudios realizados en México 
en distintos campos disciplinares, situando 
desde ahí, a la profesión turística, a su vez 
se identifica la teoría del capital humano 
como eje de articulación para ser aborda-
da como objeto de estudio, que desde sus 
ámbitos económico y social delimita la for-
mación académica y producción de cono-
cimientos turísticos ligados al desarrollo 
productivo. 

This paper analyzes the theoretical/
conceptual underpinnings of diffe-
rent professions in their sociologic 

and economic dimensions, which are the 
bases for studies carried out in Mexico in 
several disciplinary fields, thereby contex-
tualizing the tourism profession. At the 
same time, the paper identifies the human 
capital theory as the axis to be approached 
as the object of study, wherein its econo-
mic and social scopes outline the scholarly 
activities and the production of knowledge 
on tourism linked to development. 
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Introduction 

A profession, as a work precursor, is primarily recognized for its contri-
butions to the labor market and the establishment of an occupational 
structure that determines its practices, however, it is closely related 

to scholarship through the link established by the professional certification 
of knowledge, skills, attitudes, values and capabilities that meet the needs of 
the economic, social and cultural environment, in a scenario where knowledge 
is managed and lifelong learning is exercised it is required that the indivi-
dual becomes proactive in promoting greater competitiveness in the 
professional field.

In a profession, the development of an individual occurs in the producti-
ve sector that individually and collectively defines the relationship between 
man, society and work. This paper addresses the study of the profession as 
a concept, as it has changed over time, and depending on the author, from 
sociological to economic perspectives, alluding to the changes it has under-
gone, associating them with the development of human capital, thereby es-
tablishing the role of the professional in the field of tourism.

Professions are placed in a historical context, highlighting that their 
meanings have changed as they have been linked to welfare, remuneration 
and social, cultural and organizational order as well as the systematization 
of work. Bearing this in mind, studies of the professions have been based 
on two dimensions: the sociological and the economic. The first directs its 
studies towards the social and productive development of which professions 
take part, assuming they enhance people's social life, their qualities and capa-
bilities, in responding to their professional vocation. This leads to receiving 
monetary compensation according to the social status conferred by the com-
munity, perceiving more income the greater the collective asset and being 
socially valued on the basis of carrying out a service for the public good.

The second dimension analyzes professions as a mechanism for job inser-
tion by which man has access to employment and a better living standard, 
enhancing his capacity to produce goods and services, developing a speciali-
zed body of knowledge and skills acquired during a period of education and 
training, highlighting the classic attributes of professions such as expertise 
and prestige, where the state represents the provider of welfare through pu-
blic policy.

Finally, we analyze professions studied in Mexico, from the formative 
processes carried out by educational institutions and the productive sector 
in various professional fields. Some studies suggest changes in formal educa-
tional practices, the development of training according to the specific needs 
of the labor market as well as the social or economic orientation given to 
the various professions, thereby, in the last section, we analyze the tourism 
profession and its role in terms of its social and labor market implications.
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The professions in their historical context

The study of professions historically entails the well-being of people 
with productive capacity, highlighting their social and economic inter-
play with the market, which in turn places value on the professional 

abilities to use innovation systems, facilitate the appropriate use of informa-
tion, communication and technology.

To speak about profession as a concept involves reviewing the different 
meanings of the term, e.g., for Arturo Ballesteros Leiner (2005), a profession 
is a type of activity that generates monetary compensation.

The term profession has changed according to the social context where 
it has been applied. Nineteenth century theorists regarded professions as a 
form of corporations which allowed the establishment of a new social order; 
or as the act of professing the willingness to devote to God, to obey a higher 
being, with great asceticism, devotion and suffering; or as the involvement 
in intellectual operations or the acquisition of some training; in of all these, 
the concept of the profession is linked to the role played by the individual, 
according to his knowledge, to act in an organized social reality.

According to Fernandez (2001), the concept of profession has been de-
fined as a special form of occupational organization based on a body of 
knowledge conformed by all of the professional profiles, competences and 
professional practices, which in turn may vary in time and space. This paper 
emphasizes its meaning derived from the Latin root professio-onis, meaning 
'action of professing' i.e. the exercise of an activity, but also, since the 18th 
century, it has been understood as carrying out a specific task, as a result of 
industrialization and the division of labor.

From the historical perspective, the tourism profession was generated 
from trades that allowed parents and children to learn from the exercise of 
a particular inherited occupation geared towards tending for visitors, from 
then on, it acquired relevance and specialization with the consolidation of 
companies and the division of labor among the various professional groups 
that influence the development of human capital in the field.

The social and economic developments experienced in the workplace 
since the industrial revolution, have led to changes in labor systems, from 
population growth, lifestyles, training and job insertion mechanisms, to the 
migration of populations in search of job opportunities. This has in turn led 
to changes in processes in education and training involving science and tech-
nology within industry and various economic activities, thereby generating 
changes in society, in manufacturing and the accumulation of capital. In this 
sense a profession is recognized for its role in the theoretical and scienti-
fic innovation that make up the professional landscapes of the occupational 
structure and the labor market.

As Eliot Freidson rightly notes (2001), it is necessary to emphasize that 
the definitions of profession may overlap, since they focus either on the pro-
cesses, structures or attributes. Yet, the concept of profession is primarily 
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focused on the different occupations, their evolution and their orientation 
in the labor market. 

Since the industrial revolution, professions instituted a new social order 
due to the need to encourage the creation of more specialized activities, dis-
tribution of occupations and wage stratification. This has differentiated the 
use of the term by the existing social organization as a product of the changes 
brought by industrialization and the involvement in education by allowing 
the individual to specialize in an occupation and achieve a better standard 
of living.

At the dawn of the 20th century, a profession was seen as a possibility for 
personal development and growth in society, conditioned by the social life of 
man with all his qualities and capabilities, to respond to his vocation, which 
has allowed to revaluate the demands of production systems and recogni-
ze the capacity of people in their areas of expertise. Jorge Fernández Pérez 
(2001) notes that professions are established as strategies to practice certain 
occupations and accredited by trade associations, thus strengthening their 
social sense and capacity for remuneration.

By engaging in the labor market organization, the professions constitute 
a means for raising productivity in the economic development of a region, 
and its business, which improves their processes giving rise to a knowledge 
economy, where human capital plays a decisive role in steering technological 
change.

William J. Goode (1957) quoting Cogan, points out that since the fifties, 
professions have had a moral obligation to provide some socially valued ser-
vices for the public good, this allowed for the development of a market.

The transformation of the social order after the Second World War re-
sulted in a functionalist approach to the professions, authors such as Harold 
Wilensky (1964), Magali Larson (1977), Victor M. Gomez C. and Emilio 
Tenti Fanfani (1989), placed professions as formalized knowledge and the 
ideal of service permitted the control of the market and worker protection 
against competition. The theoretical interpretations referred to professions 
as a means of control, corporate extortion mechanisms and as a channel for 
individual progress.

Fernandez (2001), quoting Schein, refers to professions as sets of occu-
pations carried out in a system of rules derived from their special role in 
society, having a specialized body of knowledge and skills acquired over a 
long period of education and training.

At the same time, human capital studies were integrated into business 
managerial processes, looking at the profession to determine whether it was 
profitable in terms of decision making. Theodore Schultz (1979) pointed out 
that the human capital usefulness lied in the analysis of the different activi-
ties and in increasing the capacity of people to improve their prospects for 
real income, causing the profession to be seen as a means for specialization. 

Nowadays, the trend towards globalization has been expressed in huma-
nized spaces through the concentration of the production of goods, services 
and capital. Scholars on the subject of professions such as Teresa Pacheco 
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Méndez (2005), Angel Díaz Barriga (2005), Francisco Arce Gurza (1982), 
Concepción Barron (2005), Jorge Fernández Pérez (2001), Dingwall Robert, 
Eliot Freidson (2001) and E. Mariano Fernández Enguita (1995), have refe-
rred to the profession as a specific social and economic activity, i.e. one that 
is exercised by showing skills and abilities for which one receives social re-
cognition and a financial reward that is consistent with the social status con-
ferred by the community, which in turn depends on the society in question 
and the time in which this function is perceived as having a greater collective 
benefit.

Professions are manifested in the labor market through knowledge, spe-
cialization, individual and collective values and attitudes. As they garner 
these features they confer importance to their own professional identities, 
showing their respective societies their organizational work structures, tra-
des, power and status. These in turn may vary according to different times 
and situations, thus generating in both scholars and employers an interest in 
studying the professions.

This is how every profession expresses the transformation and develo-
pment of the economy, society and culture, by diversifying geographically 
and politically the social context in which they function. This generates the 
need for higher standards to supply quality knowledge, disposition towards 
the transformation and competitiveness of employment in manufacturing 
and services.

Because of this the professions guide the necessary relationship between 
educational institutions and the labor market, which require their organi-
zation to ensure employment opportunities for skilled human capital. Car-
los Muñoz (2009) notes that from an economic standpoint, investments in 
education, in its different types and modalities, are aimed at increasing the 
capacity of individuals to produce and benefit from the fruits of their labor.

Josep A. Rodriguez and Mauro F. Guillén (1992), referring to the study of 
professions highlight that these have been a conundrum for social theorists 
who link education with work because beginning with Marx, the nature of 
professional classes was thought to be an element of capital gain and the 
expertise of pundits to ensure production. These scholars who see the profes-
sion as involved in every productive domain highlight its importance from 
a functionalist and economic perspective. Given their historical importance 
and the central role of education, professions can be seen as an important 
element in strengthening the expertise level of individuals.

Sociological and economic fundamentals that 
underpin the study of professions

The social and economic changes taking place in the professions affect 
their study whether this is approached from the sociological or econo-
mic dimension. This implies that the individual should capitalize his 

knowledge with his skills. Thus it is necessary to study the tourism profes-
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sion rethinking the function educational institutions have in developing the 
knowledge, competences and motivations that serve as incentives to select, 
guide and empower the individual's behaviors in the world of work.

The nature of work required or presumed in a profession has to do with 
socially valuable activities, essential for the community, requiring extensive 
knowledge and specific forms of action (Rodríguez and Guillén, 1992). Thus, 
laying the ground for a theoretical framework allows to place, from different 
viewpoints, how the behaviors of a profession, in manufacturing or services, 
may have come about.

Sociological dimension

Under the sociological approach the profession denotes an activity 
that shows capabilities through socially recognized activities, recei-
ving a financial remuneration that is consistent with the status con-

ferred by the community.
This position has more recently recognized human development, where 

the individual, as central to the functioning and structure of the labor mar-
ket, juxtaposes his values and work experience to his scientific and technical 
knowledge.

Sociological studies of the professions, according to Rodríguez and Guillén 
(1992), are mainly based on the theoretical frameworks by Emile Durkheim 
and Max Weber. On the one hand, with Durkheim social facts predominate 
where the individual's need to get an education arises showing that educa-
tion has the social function of implementing the individual's knowledge. 
This enabled many scholars to recognize that professions buffer the relation-
ship between the state and the individual thus promoting a social ethos. On 
the other hand Weber’s studies on rationality contemplate that professions 
contribute knowledge to power and in a process of rationalization they faci-
litate forms of organization and domination through knowledge.

In this context, the history of the professions has been qualifying the dis-
course on disciplinary content of the various fields making sense of the pro-
fessional training process that is followed by the institutions and the stratifi-
cation of society that requires involvement in the labor market.

In other sociological approaches such as M.L. Cogan (1953), Harold Wi-
lensky (1964) and Magali Larson (1977), the professions have been iden-
tified from the perspective of human capital formation in addition to the 
social commitment of both educational institutions and goods and services 
businesses, due to the vital role they play in defining actions and specialized 
occupations based on the demands of the world of work.

In the seventies, studies of the professions were directed to the need to 
develop processes for technical and higher education as a mechanism for en-
tering the workforce. In the eighties, Abercrombie (1974), put forward the 
role of human resources, capabilities and possibilities as a way of accrediting 
knowledge. In this same vein, studies by Peter Cleaves (1985), Peter Drucker 

Laura PeñaLoza Suárez, J. LourdeS Medina CuevaS, aLMa Herrera Márquez y rutH vargaS Leyva



102

(1987), M . Burrage and R. Torstendahl (1990), Víctor Manuel Gómez Cam-
pos and Teresa Pacheco Méndez (1983), have called for educational process 
and curriculum analysis to have a strong orientation towards the theories of 
conflict and stratification as methodological elements to analyze social condi-
tions, graduate follow up and the regionalization of education.

Muñoz (2009) points out that with the growth of the economic system 
education tends to promote a balance between the supply and demand of 
qualified human resources thereby supporting the relationship between 
the labor force, educational level and jobs performed by workers with their 
productivity levels. In this sense, the professions denote specific social and 
economic activity that on the one hand, with its social recognition may re-
present a greater collective benefit, and on the other, as pointed out by De 
la Garza (2008) the professions offer a different sense of work, where the 
occupation embodies the bond between the working actors collective actions 
which are associated more with an identity than with a salary. 

The professions boost productivity through the regeneration of knowled-
ge in the professional practices of a field. The current tendency is to use 
information and communication technologies intensively for effective pro-
duction, transmission and dissemination of innovative productive activities, 
investment in intangible capital, where the company and its agents are able 
to create, as well as the development and application of the knowledge they 
regenerate.

Human development models have approached the study of the profes-
sions, seeking to rescue the value of social engagement, as part of the forma-
tion of students and graduates from different professional fields. Ana Hirsch 
(2006) conducted a state of the knowledge study about the study of profes-
sions, which mainly focuses on the development of the ethical and social va-
lues of the individual, emphasizing topics such as: professional ethics, scien-
tific and professional values, gender values, professional socialization, talent 
and the identity of students, teachers and professionals in various fields, thus 
highlighting the priority now given to professionals in the development of 
their own talents.

These studies emphasize that the recognition of professions in every field, 
require trained and skilled individuals to work in professional fields for a 
competitive and strategic management and innovation edge, which allows 
the possibility of developing the human talent of professionals who are able 
to participate in the socio-economic, political and cultural reality of a region, 
while interrelating their knowledge with practical work in various institu-
tions or businesses.

Education and training strengthen the configuration of professions, iden-
tifying the work that guides and gives meaning –and identity– to the occu-
pation, around the collective actions of the professionals who are able to 
influence various areas of interaction with various stakeholders to promote 
human development, theirs and the collective's. As noted by De la Garza 
(2008) these situations allow for the social construction of the occupation, 
the cost-benefit balance of actors who make decisions in terms of applying 
themselves –or selecting someone else for the task– as well as being nurtured 
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by values, cognitive beliefs, emotions, day to day troubleshooting, alongside 
other factors of a more scientific nature.

It is of great importance to wonder about human development guiding 
the study of the professions towards the recognition of talent and identi-
fying the intellectual gifts of human capital and its relationship with the 
knowledge and skills that allow the organization of the collective, as well as 
the individual's job and professional performance.

According to Martha Alles (2008: 35) individual talent is "the sum of 
abilities, commitments and actions that provide a multiplier effect at work." 
The relationship between knowledge, talent and skills results in the develo-
pment of capabilities and knowledge influenced by certain personal traits 
and motivation.

The equilibrium offered by professions embodies the social conception of 
the work by linking it to the perception of its social utility and at the same 
time, the valuation of the type of qualities required for its implementation, 
as well as the effort and dedication on the part of the individual who carries 
out the tasks.

 
Economic dimension

From the economic perspective the profession is seen as the means by 
which man has access to work and better living standards, as the specia-
lized capacity to produce goods and services for others, and as a source 

of fulfillment.
The rationale given from the economic dimension indicates that the profes-

sions arise from the socioeconomic needs of a place as well as its legal, political 
and social acceptance status. Ruth Vargas reiterates that the occupation involves 
activities, instruments, methods and forms of social organization of work condi-
tioned by the economic dynamics and the set of interactions and relationships 
with the public (Vargas, 1998). In this sense, the professions encompass social 
problems and variants of the global civil society's struggle, they take on new 
forms of organization, debate and action thus generating alternatives for busi-
ness development by triggering goods and services mediated by the presence of 
the professions' academic processes. 

Within the economic perspective there are three main approaches: the in-
teractionist, the critic and the human capital, which share in common a special 
interest in the development of the person, as a resource, social agent or human 
capital.

R. Ramirez (2009) refers to Everett Hughes as the pioneer of the interactio-
nist approach by emphasizing that professions negotiate their special position 
in daily life, both in their sociability, by the action of the collective, as in labor 
relations with worker actions and interactions, hence it is considered that the 
formation of professions enhance and transform the individual. By rescuing 
some of the principles of functional models for the study of the profession, this 
approach defines people's behaviors in daily life as a reality determined by their 
interactions, which transcends the field of sensory stimulus and the immediate, 
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broadening the perception of the environment, increasing the ability to solve 
problems and facilitate performance in both their professional and personal life.

Under the critical analysis approach Rodriguez and Guillén (1992), include 
classic attributes of professions: knowledge, expertise and prestige, where pro-
fessions are meaningless if not in a context associated with the social structure, 
organizations and politics. Thus, the sense of the profession as a strategy for 
collective action in a world of work arises, where the welfare policy of the state is 
primarily a human capital value recognition. Thereby the relationship between 
the education system and the economic structure determines the role of scien-
tific and technological knowledge in production, organization and the division 
of labor. Ruth Vargas Leyva (1998) and Estela Ruiz Larraguivel (2004) among 
others, argue that there is a weak link between the training of human resources 
for research, the retraining of the workforce and the competitive advantages of 
technical-scientific professional training.

The human capital approach is represented primarily by Theodore W. Schutz 
(1979), who proposes that human capital acquires a theoretical and methodo-
logical profile that contributes to the economic value of education, due to the 
interrelation of organized activities that increase human capacity and improve 
real income prospects, by the means of schooling and the qualification of hu-
man resources, as well as on the job training. 

In general, this theory suggests that human capital is a source of additional 
flows of income that contribute to economic growth, coming from employment 
wages. These funds yield services of economic value whereby wages provide 
data on production prices as classified into homogeneous groups and skill le-
vels, according to schooling, gender, and age, thus the profession is linked to 
occupations, while the system of knowledge is demarcated by professional fields 
and skills, which define the daily life of the individual, the social institutions and 
the labor market.

University education is the basis that guides the relationship between edu-
cation and work, it ranks the professional status associated with a knowledge-
based economy by diversifying the supply of educational and employment op-
tions in complex areas of development. By integrating students and graduates 
from different fields of study, higher education outlines a better human coexis-
tence, harmonious development in the workplace and professional identities.

From the sociological and economic perspective, education is linked to the 
sense and direction of professions, socially steering towards schemes in which 
the individual does not mechanize his activities but develops his own skills, 
attitudes, thoughts and criticism. Therefore, the challenge facing higher educa-
tion is to train a new type of worker, to become more open, flexible, solidary, 
democratic and critical, with an ever more versatile training to face a society of 
complex changes. Studying the profession and its future has a degree of unpre-
dictability never before seen at any other time in the history of mankind due to 
the complexity of productive processes.

There is a need to investigate the educational processes, in conjunction with 
the development of a profession, in terms of the economic implications associa-
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ted to different conditions in the working environment (i.e. employment, wages, 
occupational structures, and so on). All of these add up to the individual's rank 
based on his university education, which according to Manuel Zatarain (1991), 
requires in turn, training to include models that lead to education as an ongoing 
process, tailored to the real possibilities as determined by the individual's con-
text. These, in some way, conditions the ways in which occupations are identi-
fied, as well as their relation to the existing production system, according to the 
professional development of the local labor market, for professionals provide 
their services expecting some form of economic compensation in return.

Therefore, the scope of the studies of the profession gradually involve re-
viewing human resource development, not only in terms of the need to train 
staff by providing them with knowledge, but also by allowing them to develop 
their skills and professional talent, engaging them in personal and professional 
activities that concomitantly affect the development of the local economy and 
thus society at large. 

In the case of the tourism profession, furthering knowledge, job creation, 
salaries and organizational positions, has led to the recognition of the human 
capital formation processes taking place in the labor market of a country, which 
may be too complex for an analysis of the profession, yet it is required for the 
designing of comprehensive models aimed at reviewing the role of human capi-
tal in the performance of innovative professional practices that may impact the 
welfare of a community or an organization, focusing on the context in which it 
operates, both according to the conditions of the production environment as 
well as the importance given to the discipline concerned.

The professions reflect their relation to the world of work starting with the 
human relationships that arise in the human capital interactions, skills and ca-
pabilities. Thus human capital incorporates its knowledge into the practices that 
lead to the active and productive development and maintaining of the supply of 
capable engaged professionals as knowledge workers, to account for new emplo-
yment strategies, the renewal of activities and services in the productive arena, 
as well as different expectations of lifelong learning. 

Human capital is studied mainly according to its impact on the labor market, 
however it may also be studied in the domain of the professions given that its 
consolidation is strengthened by the formative processes involved, which links 
human capital to the professions, educational institutions and the workplace.

The relationship between the academic and professional domains should im-
prove as part of the professions' development process. Based on the participa-
tion of various actors who have the capacity to intervene in the production sys-
tem, through the management of organizational knowledge skills, which largely 
involve improving the graduation profiles and curricula for training programs 
in tourism, as well as the development of academic skills for intervention, re-
search and innovation processes in the professional field, around the configura-
tion of knowledge management models.

Therefore, these relationships imply a new social construction of work that 
meets the diversity and quality of consolidated professional tasks, the deve-
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lopment and use of technology, workload distribution and the linkage with 
businesses and the assignment of value to human capital in the context of a 
knowledge-based economy.

Importance of studying the professions in 
Mexico

In Mexico, economic development has been linked with the various forms 
of organized production and services through the flow of social needs 
and demands. The relationship between education, the improvement 

of services and attention to professionals in their field shows the evolution 
and changing dynamics of the communities in which they emerge. Studies 
of the professions tend to approach different empirical studies emphasizing 
practices in the areas of medicine, engineering, and agronomy, for those are 
the ones that have been analyzed continuously, due to social and production 
needs.

Empirical studies have shown that the professions reflect the changes that 
modern society experiences, they also emphasize the complexity of social 
and economic activities due to the changes that take place in the areas of 
training, information and communication. The different professions show 
their development in the form of different structures of work, job creation 
and local or regional development as well as educational accreditation and 
certification of the different professional disciplines.

Thus in Mexico, the study of professions has also been approached from 
a sociological perspective, Pablo Latapí (1982) argued that professions had 
their origin in the construction of the social economic formation that led 
to the birth and evolution of liberal capitalism in small fragmented mar-
kets, which from the critical position of the interactionist approach, could 
gauge the role human capital plays in the field of tourism. Concomitantly 
Claves (1985: 33) emphasizes that "the profession is an occupation requiring 
specialized knowledge, high-level educational training, control over the job 
components, self-organization and self-regulation, altruism and community 
service spirit" which gave rise to functionalist studies that mediated the mar-
ket needs with the organizational changes of society.

Subsequently, studies by Angel Diaz Barriga (2005), Felipe Estévez 
(1991), Victor Manuel Gomez Campos (1989) and Manuel Zatarain (1991), 
among others, have proposed that the sense of the profession derives from 
the professional training and the curriculum at higher education institutions, 
mainly focusing on the study of the professions, in medicine, engineering, 
psychology, social work, dentistry and education.

Research exercises carried out in public educational institutions and to a 
lesser degree in the productive sector, have proposed changes in formal edu-
cational practices in order for training to develop according to the specific 
needs of the labor market.
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Authors such as Ángeles Valle (2009), Carlos Ornelas (2002), Sulema Ro-
dríguez Roche (2010), Sylvie Didou (1992), Lourdes Medina Cuevas (1996), 
Felipe Estévez (1991), Víctor Manuel Alcaraz (1991), Concepción Barrón 
(2005) and others, have studied the areas of administration, psychology, 
education, engineering, social work, medicine, and tourism, among others, 
through empirical studies on human resources in business practices, trends 
in professional fields, and the dynamics between higher education graduates 
and the labor market.

The applications of studies of the professions, while they continue to stu-
dy the different training processes in various fields, are directed towards the 
rescuing of values, whether ethical, professional or social, as Ana Hirsch's 
(2006) study, noted earlier, which generated a new framework for analysis 
of the role of graduates from technical and higher education, both socially 
and at work.

The different professional fields highlight the importance of rescuing pro-
fessional identities. By highlighting the differences between higher educa-
tion institutions in Mexico and the conditions under which technological 
and university training programs are conducted and by linking the selection 
of programs and vocations which imply emerging changes in society, its con-
text and the type of knowledge that allows for the interaction that makes 
professional practice a fundamental activity to gauge the capacity of an edu-
cational and/or productive discipline, in the global arena.

The professions in Mexico studied by Gabriela Alvarado, Alonso Trujillo 
Belkis, Allan Borboza, Ansilú Matterrita, Isabel Jácome and Cristina Yañez, 
Luis Fraile Calle, Ruth Vargas Leyva, Estela Ruiz, Ángeles Valle Flores, José 
Gómez Villanueva, Teresa Pacheco, Ángel Diaz B., Mónica Sladogna, Juan 
Carlos Flores, Antonio Valderrama, and Gloria Estrada, among others, stress 
the need for more specialized knowledge and expertise for solving more spe-
cific problems.

As Harold Wilenski (1964) pointed out, the tourism profession, as in 
other professions, has a social commitment to a balanced development of 
the human being to define his capabilities and potentials of personal and 
social fulfillment. This profession should form a body of systematic knowled-
ge acquired through academic training to support the professional practice, 
from a multi-and cross-disciplinary perspective, for understanding and exer-
cising the many linkages this discipline may have as dynamic axes in the 
social, cultural, political and educational spheres.

Even when studying professions in the sociological and economic dimen-
sions the tourism profession is more recognized for its contribution to the 
economy than for the changes and fulfillment of social needs. This is a dyna-
mic sector immersed in fierce competition, associated with employers and 
employees trained on the job as well as graduates from various tourism pro-
grams. Therefore it is up to the professionals in this area to support knowled-
ge management in tourism and foster tourism education with the vision of 
generating greater competitiveness in their field.
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Study of the tourism profession

In the world of work the tourism profession has generated a series of 
transformations that emphasize the complexity of its activities and oc-
cupational tasks such as services, academic training, social stratification, 

through levels and areas of training, which as social and economic factors 
converge, greater synergies are achieved among all of the aspects tourism 
entails.

As rightly pointed out by Monica G. Sladogna (1999), tourism defines 
a set of professional figures broadly defined in terms of employment and 
activities that originate from the adaptation and adjustment of the supply 
of services, requiring to modify the requirements, needs and motivations to 
cater to different consumers of tourism services and facilitate the transition 
from one company to another in the different functional areas. 

The experience, power and culture that the knowledge society establishes 
represents a new condition for working life, according to Manuel Castells 
(2005). The various professions, and tourism in particular, present new so-
cial problems and variants that take the form of original modalities of orga-
nization, debate and action. Thus the tourism profession involves promoting 
the importance of human capital in the perspective of the development of 
human talent, as a central factor in consolidating employability skills in this 
knowledge society.

Tourism as an economic activity is involved in the integration of capital 
markets, which serves for the full development of the individual allowing 
him to naturally transform his productivity as well as the training of pro-
fessionals and the diversification and division of labor (Peñaloza, 2001: 42).

Several empirical studies have focused on the importance of the tourism 
profession beyond the training processes at higher education institutions, a 
situation presented by Silvye Didou (1992) Lourdes Medina (1996), and L. 
Peñaloza (2001). In these studies it is recognized that the professions are fra-
med by society and its specific training modalities and monitoring of gradua-
tes, certification and evaluation, allowing tourism to be seen as a profession 
where social, cultural and political processes and actions converge.

However, tourism is confronted with social and economic demands for 
the professional skills required by the social organization of labor. Therefo-
re, there is a need for the trends in the tourism profession to configure the 
employment structure accordingly, based on a deep understanding of reality, 
and for academic training, to provide the human capital attributes for the 
adequate development of contemporary tourism.

The tourism profession faces a changing, competitive, complicated envi-
ronment characterized by a social commitment that involves the educational 
integration and the transition to rethink the means for professional, personal 
and social development, through a linkage between educational institutions 
and the tourism industry in order to generate a greater understanding and 
respect for the environment through the professional practice of tourism.
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As Hector Robles (2005) rightly notes, the knowledge economy is based 
on the production, distribution and use of knowledge and information, sup-
ported by advances in science, technology, communication and information. 
This is applied in the tourism profession which is in itself dynamic. Its deve-
lopment involves changes in technology and innovation where the human 
capital adapts them to the labor market in order to maintain current living 
standards.

The academic component of the tourism profession develops human ca-
pital committed to meeting the needs of its community or country, by identi-
fying the training processes required for productivity and efficiency, seeking 
quality education, skills development and different learning strategies.

From the perspective of institutions like the oecd, Brian Keeley (2007) 
indicates that human capital involves a commitment to society, its cohesion 
within the various disciplines remains a pillar of stability. Thus in the field of 
tourism we may see that social and working relationships among professio-
nals produce interesting and sometimes controversial ideas, but its human 
and social capital that may potentially help prepare individuals and societies 
to cope with the changes that lay ahead, both in training and productive 
processes.

Studies of the tourism profession further add to the impact of sociological 
and economic studies aimed at understanding the role of human capital.

Gomis Lopez (2005), as well as institutions such as the World Tourism 
Organization (unwto, 2001) have pointed out that in the knowledge so-
ciety, tourism converges due to its interrelation with other disciplines such 
as economics, sociology and management. This scenario frames a new era 
for tourism and, therefore, the tourism profession must be able to provi-
de a knowledge platform for interacting and making its practice meanin-
gful through the use of information and communication technologies and 
through fostering the development of the professional skills of its human 
capital.

Although studies of the tourism profession are of importance for unders-
tanding the role of professionals in lifelong learning processes, they require 
review and reorientation of these lifelong learning schemes in order to in-
novate and strengthen their participation in caring for the needs of travelers 
who themselves originate this specific occupational field. The development 
of the skills and talents of this profession's human capital is linked to tea-
mwork oriented practices, effective communication in a changing organiza-
tional environment and keeping up-to-date by the means of lifelong learning.

The tourism profession, its labor market and training processes requi-
re better coordination through the development of various human capital 
skills, which performance could form new professional and occupational tra-
jectories asserted into a socio-educational identity, favoring the professional 
development of collective actions to strengthen the efficiency of the work-
place, the rise of new production and service activities, and the affiliation to 
a professional identity.
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The tourism profession is shaped by the knowledge that serves traveler's 
needs and the development of the tourism industry, yet the social processes 
involve the development of a guild, formed by professionals and entrepre-
neurs who demand more and better specialized knowledge and information 
for the improvement of intellectual tasks and training for the selection, or-
ganization, processing and recovery of the changing environment, competi-
tive and complex, generated by the social commitment for the professional, 
social and personal development of civil society.

The human capital that is incorporated into the tourism field of work 
requires covering the expectations of a changing workplace where the supply 
and demand of personnel is constantly reconfiguring the role of the pro-
fession in social and labor terms. The influence of new technologies in the 
field has resulted in the emergence of new ethical standards, knowledge and 
skills, as well as complex behaviors and practices, on top of the individuals’ 
moral obligations towards the community and society at large.

This profession highlights values that due to their social and historical 
importance entail the development of a new work ethos, inspired by a com-
mon vision that drives the development of new skills and competences that 
contribute to the credibility, empathy, assertiveness and mastery of the art of 
negotiation, to ensure the organizational efficiency and effectiveness of the 
tourism sector.

The tourism profession as an object of study is associated with lifelong 
learning processes and the promotion of the transition into the professional, 
social and personal development of the citizenry. This perspective generates 
an understanding through new development axes: on the one hand, the for-
mation of capital –human and economic performance of specific social acti-
vities, which analyzes the financial rewards according to the status conferred 
by the community in relation to the perceived collective benefit, thereby as-
suming social accountability and, on the other, to value talent development 
that confers status to professional competition. 

For tourism professionals to integrate into the world of work through 
professional paid practice, it is necessary to develop new academic and pro-
fessional training models as well as schemes for keeping their knowledge, 
including the respect for the environment, up-to-date.

After identifying the theoretical and methodological approaches, used in 
studies of other professions, the need to create integrated and permanent 
human capital training processes has also been identified. This would help 
develop and consolidate a tourism profession with greater impact on socio-
logical and economic studies, however, it is necessary to contribute more 
directly to the educational approaches, to increase the economic value of 
education and the interaction of training and development activities that in-
crease the human capacity to create, innovate, generate new ideas, thoughts 
and processes.

The tourism profession is linked to addressing social services assuming 
the social nature of its work, given its social importance, and at the same 
time, valuing its qualities, therefore continuing education is required as well 
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as the effort and dedication of those who work in the field, who have expres-
sed their desire for greater interaction with educational institutions to re-
view and integrate quality training processes, based on the principles of com-
petitiveness and lifelong learning, as essential components for innovation in 
the field of tourism under the perspective of a knowledge-based economy.

The tourism professional's role is to contribute to the strategic and essential 
activities of tourism enterprises specialized to increasingly ensure better service 
quality as well as to intensify the application of knowledge, skills and abilities 
necessary to remain competitive while responding to the requirements of the 
workplace. The intensive use of knowledge, productivity and learning, makes 
it possible for professionals working in institutions, companies and tourism 
associations to expand economic activities, which translates into a collective 
benefit. This benefit is reflected in educational, productive and social activities, 
embedded in the everyday conditions of the world of work. The educational, 
for it entails the development of training processes that increasingly look for 
better ways of developing learners' knowledge, methodological and technical 
resources for the productive development of the field. The productive branch, 
for tourism itself is an economic activity booster. The social facet, for integra-
ting the development of people in each community as well as its culture, reflec-
ted in the current changes taking place in the tourism market.

The tourism field's division of labor requires human capital to develop 
skills, knowledge, capabilities and values to gain access to better jobs resul-
ting in a better standard of living thus contributing insights into the produc-
tion of goods and services for others, developing a system of rules derived 
from their special role in society by having a specialized body of knowledge 
and skills acquired over a long period of education, including on the job 
training and work experience. 

Therefore, the study of the tourism profession should address:

•	 Activities, tools, methods, forms of social organization and division of labor, 
conditioned by the economic dynamics and the set of interactions and relati-
onships with the public.

•	 Embracing the struggle of civil society to adopt new forms of organization, 
debate and action.

•	 Generating alternatives for business development, acting in a goods and ser-
vices precursor capacity.

•	 Outlining the labor market structure based on the behavior of people in a 
certain reality to increase the capacity for problem solving and facilitate per-
formance in professional and personal life.

To study the tourism profession from the human capital perspective 
would contribute to the recognition of the field as a generator of knowledge, 
expertise and prestige as well as to outline some collective action strategies 
for the global contemporary workplace.
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Final considerations

The multifaceted dimension of a given profession takes place in various 
areas of social participation both in terms of the services provided as 
well as in planning and social development, yet it requires an identity 

for its actors to engage with their environment in the workplace. It is requi-
red to have highly trained personnel to create, learn and produce knowledge 
associated with production needs, which involves not only to interlink tra-
ining processes or job experience, but must also generate the development 
of human capital talent, to make the professionals in the field competitive.

Therefore in this reflective exercise we consider every profession to be 
a specialized set of activities carried out in the production arena, based on 
previous knowledge in a disciplinary field, in a specific practice. From the 
perspective of the training, any profession involves constant transforma-
tion of the educational practices aimed at enhancing job performance, re-
quiring constant self-actualization to conserve the ability of generating new 
knowledge, discovering in a different light the characteristics of a knowledge 
based economy, where education becomes a powerful tool for human capital 
development as is the case for the tourism professional.

The study of the professions in Mexico relates to the recognition and cu-
rrent trends in different academic fields in which professionals are paid ac-
cording to the social status conferred by the community. They also perceive 
the greatest collective benefit, providing the forms of organization and domi-
nation through knowledge, promoting a stable social arrangement and accre-
ditation by the collegiate bodies in the particular field, such as in the tourism 
industry. The various studies and input on the configuration of the tourism 
field have elucidated the importance of maintaining a scientific spirit of in-
tellectual production for the disciplinary framework, as Rossana Guevara 
(2006) indicates, an organizational and economic configuration of tourism, 
projects a modern image of Mexico abroad, and leads to the field of tourism 
to study the construction of the economic, cultural, social and environmen-
tal reality of the tourism phenomena in Mexico.

Meanwhile, the tourism profession is conformed in the economic fra-
mework as value linked to the availability of skilled manpower, innovation 
and human capital, specialized studies on this profession, although incipient, 
respond to the need of recognizing the growth of a population that demands 
services, the nature of work in the field of tourism is linked to social acti-
vities of great value, generated by the need for relaxation, business, study 
or recreation. Through statistics these studies show results in the field of 
the provision of services through the various economic activities inherent in 
traveling.

The tourism profession is primarily recognized for its inclusion in the do-
main of services, but the professional capacity of its professionals shows alter-
native developments where traditional tourism businesses such as lodging, 
food and beverage, travel agencies, transportation, social sector, educational 
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institutions, recreational and cultural centers, those dedicated to organizing 
events and conventions, tourism consulting and public sector agencies, re-
quire new forms of the organization of work as the market demands such 
social cohesion as to allow the strengthening of social relationships and the 
inclusion of tourism professionals with the skills, competences and expertise 
for specialized performance supported by an academic training that in turn 
contributes, a wide range of productive and social participation. 

This would thus empower the knowledge generation and management of 
tourism as a multi- and interdisciplinary phenomenon that requires specia-
lized tasks from the human capital, which must learn to work together, crea-
ting learning mechanisms to strengthen their civic life, accessing knowledge 
and continuing to participate more effectively under certain premises pros-
pecting new possibilities for professional development.
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