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Introduction 

Today’s consumers not only want the many benefits associated with twentieth century 

cruising, but also want a twenty-first century approach that engages the personal values 

influencing their purchases (Mc Hugh, 2010) and takes into account the fact that today’s 

consumers are more aware of environmental issues and demand change (Jones, 2010).  

Cruise consumers are increasingly demanding pro-social and pro-environmental practices 

(Klein, 2011) as part of cruise companies’ ethical behaviour, and as cruising grows, it will 

embrace younger cruise guests concerned about quality of life in which ethical conduct, 

social engagement and ecological consciousness is an important components in their lifestyle 

(Ahrens, 2011). However, little is known about the precise impact of Corporate Social and 

Environmental Responsibility (CSER) strategies on consumers in spite of the fact that 

consumers are often identified as a driver for the business case (Smith et al., 2010).  In effect 

it is often argued that CSER is largely driven by publicly traded companies in developed 

regions such as Europe that use it as a means to reduce any potential risks that may impact on 

the financial value of company stocks (Dodds and Joppe, 2005).  Such strategies are designed 

to suggest transparency and accountability by association (Hirschland, 2003) and 

substantiated through the production of annual reports to ensure transparency (Dodds and 

Joppe, 2005).   

Companies engage in sustainable development strategies for a number of reasons: to gain a 

competitive advantage over existing products, to legitimise their existing products or for 

altruistic reasons because they feel that it is indeed the right thing to do for people and planet 

(Font et al., 2012, El Dief and Font, 2010). Whatever the reason(s) for engagement, it 

ultimately impacts on the image of the companies and their brand(s) from the perspective of 

the consumers.  Therefore, if today’s consumers are indeed demanding this change in cruise 

company behaviour, the crucial underlying question is ultimately, ‘will cruise passengers 

knowingly book a cruise with a company that does not have CSER Policies & Practices’? 

Numerous surveys suggest the market is willing to make trade-offs to buy more sustainable 

products. Yet both Sheppard and Fennell (2008) and Miller et al. (2010) found evidence that 

while consumers themselves are willing to take socially and environmentally responsible 

actions while at home as part of their day to day activity, they do not want to be ‘burdened’ 

with thinking of this while on holiday.      

This research aims to describe cruise passengers’ cruise product preferences and attempts to 

explain the importance levels associated with product attributes, thereby determining to what 

extent cruise passengers incorporate CSER information when choosing a cruise holiday. The 

authors quantify the significance of CSER to the cruise passenger compared to the identified 

consumer choice purchase attributes (Price, Quality, Destination, and Duration), thereby 
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providing an understanding of the relative importance of one attribute in relation to the others 

in Consumers Behaviour Decision Making (CBDM). The authors then determined if 

experienced cruise consumers are more likely to value a cruise company’s commitment to 

CSER therefore through purchase behaviour repeat business may be able to influence a cruise 

company’s marketing strategy. 

 

Literature Review                                                                                                                                                   

Taking Cruise Lines’ sustainability seriously 

The cruise industry is a growth sector with CLIA and TNS (2011), FCCA (2012), BREA and 

FCCA (2012 (a)), PSA and ACE (2011), PSA and ACE (2012), PSA (2013), ABTA (2013), 

ECC (2012) all highlighting and emphasising growth of the cruise sector as part of  the 

tourism and travel industry within the market place. This growth is in spite of economic 

uncertainty, high cost of fuel, the addition of the Air Passenger Duty and lower levels of 

disposal incomes in households and the related fact that consumers are holidaying closer to 

home and therefore avoiding the high cost of air travel. The association reports across 

industry refer primarily to the economic benefits accrued to the various economies globally, 

as the impact is far reaching throughout the seven continents of the world.   

Cruise industry organisations are less forthcoming with collective socio and environmental 

impact reports than other sectors.  As part of the 35th anniversary celebration CLIA (2010) 

released an environmental report outlining the current and future policies and technologies in 

use.  However, the report does not reveal quantifiable scientific figures that could be used by 

academic researchers as an overall industry benchmark of environmental progress.  There are, 

however, many press releases to inform the public at large about the industry’s progress.  For 

example Tunney (2011),Chris Cruises (2012), Satchell (2011) and Caribbean News Digital 

(2011) all make reference to several positive environmental developments within the 

industry. Various aspects of cruise companies’ sustainability - CSER policies and practices 

are showcased.  For example in the online line travel newspaper (Green Traveler Guides, 

2013) the CLIA highlighted the investment made by the cruise line members in new eco 

technologies in an effort to protect air and water quality as well as increasing energy 

efficiency of the ships.  These include using recycled hot water to heat passenger cabins, 

special window tinting to keep passengers cooler while using less air-conditioning and 

switching to low-energy LED lights which last 25 times longer, use 80% less energy and 

generate half as much heat (Green Traveler Guides, 2013:1). Much of these are in keeping 

with the strategy outlined in the CLIA (2010) sustainable development report. 

Some quantifiable data can, however, be found in the reports of individual cruise lines. One 

of the easiest Sustainability Reports to access is that of Costa Crociere S.p.A. The Costa 

Cruises (2011) report as with the reports of the past six years highlights the progress to date 

and the objectives and strategies for the upcoming year.  There are also a few formal studies 

being documented.  For example, the European Union’s Sustainable Cruise Project on Costa 

Pacifica. This pilot research documents Costa’s commitment to recovery and recycling of 
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waste (Sustainable Cruise, 2012). While the progress of this project is documented and easily 

accessible via the program’s website, viewers are not privy to quantitative data.  Little 

benchmark data is forthcoming. The social and environmental benefits are therefore not 

explicitly explained. This could lead readers to deduce that the social and environmental 

benefits are minimal and there are mainly social and environmental dis-benefits, especially if 

any of the cruise industry’s claims of social and / or environmental progress are not properly 

substantiated.  This is important, bearing in mind that consumers are often sceptics when it 

comes to eco-friendly and ethical claims made by companies (Mohr et al., 2001). 

Cruise companies’ CSER is not considered a ‘traditional’ cruise booking attribute yet its 

significance within the industry’s cruise marketing research is very slowly becoming evident 

in spite of the highly competitive nature of the cruise line business.  For example, in the 

CLIA and TNS (2011:112) USA based Cruise Market Profile Study, the following statement 

was made, subsequently asking survey respondents the direct question, ‘Many people and 

businesses are adopting ‘green’ and earth friendly policies to help protect the environment.  

How important is it to you that a business or service that you utilise is proactively adopting 

‘green’ initiatives? While the question is somewhat ambiguous and focused only on the 

environmental aspect of corporate responsibility, the mere inclusion in the CLIA and TNS 

(2011) study indicates that industry has acknowledged that it is a factor of some significance 

to the consumer.  However, this is one of the few published industry reports to include this 

attribute specifically in consumer marketing research. The focus seems to be primarily on 

making consumers aware of their eco-friendly and socially focused CSER practices as a form 

of green and social responsibility marketing strategy. For example in early 2013 CLIA 

launched the Cruise Forward initiative (Green Traveler Guides, 2013) on social media with 

the primary objective of showcasing examples of the positive environmental practices of 

CLIA cruise line members to protect the oceans, beaches and ports. 

There is evidence to suggest that some cruise lines have indeed acknowledged and have 

started to take responsibility for the sustainability challenge.  Johnson (2006:44)  concluded 

that ‘available published evidence suggests that cruise operators are now taking sustainability 

seriously, driven particularly by international legislation’. Companies such as Royal 

Caribbean International (RCI), Carnival Corporation (CC) and Norwegian Cruise Lines 

(NCL), are among the companies that subscribe to CSER practices, as evidenced on their 

respective company web-sites and reports (RCI (2008), (CLIA, 2010); Sweeting and Wayne 

(2003).  The issues are primarily operational relating to the management and performance of 

the ship and the impact on the destinations to which they call.  This is substantiated by the 

issues identified by stakeholders of Small Island Developing States to which cruise ships call 

(UNWTO, 2004:57). Mitigation and adaption strategies have been a result of regulation 

governed by organisations such as the International Maritime Organisation; voluntary codes 

of conduct such as environmental and quality management systems such as ISO14001, ISO 

9001 and the certification for marine and land tour operators; and the use of new technology 

such as CSNOX   to remove sulphur oxide, oxides of nitrogen and carbon dioxide from cruise 

ship engine emissions in one process. Solutions to cruise ship sustainability issues require the 

participation of multiple stakeholders not only the cruise lines.   
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This positive recognition by the efforts of the cruise lines to date is reflected primarily in 

industry organisations and media reports. Advocacy groups and the academic press are less 

complimentary and forgiving.  For example, Friends of the Earth in their 2013 Cruise ship 

environmental report card indicated that of the 16 major cruise lines six improved in their 

practices of sewage treatment, air pollution and water quality complacence since 2012, three 

companies decreased in standards and six others remained unchanged.  They argue that cruise 

ships are among the world’s largest polluters of the air and water. Academics such as Klein 

(2007) suggest that the cruise companies spend money on environmental initiatives merely 

for the benefit of their brand image and questions the personal benefits and integrity of the 

individuals and companies that often conduct studies on half of the cruise lines.  Most cruise 

companies do not communicate any CSR practices, and of those that do, only a small 

percentage report actual hard data of performance (Bonilla-Priego et al., 2014).  In addition, 

the socially and environmental benefits are not always explicitly explained by cruise 

companies, therefore leading some sustainability analysis to deduce that the social and 

environmental benefits are minimal and that there are social and environmental dis-benefits 

when the quality of information; carbon off-set verification and technical information are 

questionable (RETI, 2008). 

However, scholarship from a general business perspective suggests that each organisation 

will pursue different positions on CSER and ultimately how the organisations’ 

responsibilities are managed and strategies applied is based on individual motivation and out-

come (Coulson, 2009, Johnson et al., 2008, Sarkar, 2008, Freeman et al., 2007, Hawkins, 

2006, Basu and Palazzo, 2010). There are a number of primary motivators, for example:  to 

gain a competitive advantage by image/ branding (Babiak and Trendafilova, 2010, Ditlev-

Simonsen and Midttun, 2010, Johnson et al., 2008, Interbrand, 2011); a desire to achieve 

Corporate Financial Profitability (Hawkins, 2006, Aslaksen and Synnestvedt, 2003); and to 

legitimise the actions of the organisation or altruistic reasons (Font et al., 2012). Whatever 

the reason(s), stakeholder influence, including that of the cruise consumers, determines the 

success or failure of the cruise lines as with any other business.  Therefore, contributing to the 

gaps specifically in cruise consumer research by providing quantifiable primary data for the 

purpose of benchmarking against future changes in cruise consumer response towards cruise 

line social and environmental strategies will help to facilitate the process of behavioural 

change in favour of sustainable holiday products. 

Method 

Cruise passengers from the 50 calls of the Royal Caribbean International and Celebrity 

Cruise Lines Ships were surveyed at the Port of Southampton, England, resulting in 441 

useable questionnaires. Seventy-eight had never cruised before and 116 had cruised with 

other brands previously. Choice Based Conjoint Analysis was used as the data collection 

survey technique and Counts Analysis for preference and Hierarchical Bayes Estimation for 

importance levels data analysis methods, from Sawtooth Software Inc. In conjoint analysis 

the dependent variables are examined in relation to their product attributes, factors or features 

(Orme, 2010).  An attribute by contrast to a variable is therefore a fundamental product or 

service characteristic such as brand, colour, price or speed, all unique in meaning and 
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independent of the other attributes (Orme, 2010). Therefore, the terminologies used are 

attributes (dependent variables) and co-variates (independent variables).  

Four attributes were chosen mirroring primary sales variables from cruise companies 

websites (see Figure 1) as they are variables that cruise consumers must provide to be able to 

book a cruise and therefore those focused on in this conjoint analysis research study in 

keeping with recommendations of authors such as Louviere (1988).   These are Standard 

(Ward, 2010, Ward, 2008, Stern, 2007, Showker and Sehlinger, 2007), Price (PSA, 2011, 

Petrick, 2005, Petrick, 2011),  Duration (PSA, 2011, PSA and ACE, 2011, Chiam et al., 

2009, IRN et al., 2011) and Destination (Davies, 2010, Dickinson and Vladimir, 2008).  

There are other attributes prospective consumers are exposed to on the websites, to enhance 

the cruise experience and ‘sway’ or ‘close’ the sale and include ‘peace of mind’. Cruise 

companies invest heavily in their Brand Name (Fan, 2005, Erdem and Keane, 1996) to 

encourage loyalty (Huber et al., 1992, Interbrand, 2011).   Brand Name informs about likely 

performance, expected benefits and the relative price of an item (Huber et al., 1992, Smith 

and Brynjolfsson, 2001).  However, such inferences have been shown to be unreliable in the 

conjoint studies (Huber et al., 1992).  While brand name is deemed to be a reasonable product 

choice criteria in the market place, it has less impact in the orthogonalised world of conjoint 

analysis because the value of brand as an indicator of quality is lessened, placing less value 

on the name importance (Huber et al., 1992).  We chose therefore to keep Brand Name as an 

attribute, but to anonymise it to not have unrealistic scenarios (e.g. Cunard as 1 Star service) 

and because the primary intention was to see the relative importance of other variables. 

Finally we also included Travel Insurance to cover the uncertainty associated with booking 

holidays (such as Risk of unforeseen holiday disruption), which was identified as a 

compulsory booking requirement within the booking engine (Rotondo, 2012, Fearis, 2012 

(a)).   

Ipsos MORI (2010), Tearfund (2001), Interbrand (2011) and others use age, income, 

education, and geographic location are covariates in ethics research, yet in Choice Based 

Conjoint analysis and Hierarchical Bayes estimation (CBC/HB) demographic variables have 

been critiqued as having low correlations with preferences within choice contexts and have 

been determined to provide little exogenous information to the model that would improve the 

estimates of part-worth and market predictions (Orme and Howell, 2009). Age, gender and 

nationality were used for comparative purposes with existing non-conjoint analysis surveys 

involving consumer behaviour attitude towards CSER. In addition, five behavioural 

covariates were used to increase the efficiency of the model estimates and for comparison to 

the United Kingdom’s PSA Report: cruise frequency, RCI loyalty, cabin preference, booking 

mode and cruise plans.  

Data analysis  

Based on the premise that consumers are not homogenous, an individual level model as 

opposed to an aggregate level model formed the basis of the research model- CBC/HB.  

Unlike aggregate models, the CBC/HB individual model assumes that consumers are 

heterogeneous in behaviour and there is no assumption of Interdependence of Irrelevant 
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Alternatives (associated with Logit models) because of this independence in choice behaviour 

(Johnson et al., 1995, Huber, 2012). Choice Based Conjoint Analysis System for Hierarchical 

Bayes Estimation (CBC/HB) allows measuring the relative trade-offs at the group level of the 

cruise ship passengers sampled. It uses a randomised choice-based conjoint technique in 

which each cruise passenger respondent made choices identifying the attributes of interest to 

themselves, from a small number of sets randomly drawn from a list of given attribute levels 

which were then analysed at the group level using Salient Multi-attribute Research Technique 

(SMRT).   SMRT does not measure the utility (preference) associated with the levels but the 

utility (preference) attached to the movement between levels (Brin, 2002). These utility 

values were grouped together and the main values were then examined and compared with 

other groups. The HB system therefore borrowed information from the survey population 

information (means and covariance) to describe the Average Importance of other respondents 

in the same dataset (Howell, 2009, Orme and Howell, 2009).  This software estimates an HB 

model using a Monte Carlo Markov Chain algorithm (Johnson, 2000), in this case the ‘Gibbs 

Sampler’ to show graphic correlation between variables.  By using CBC/HB it was expected 

that the results produced by this study would provide clear indications of the cruise 

passengers behaviour preferences for cruise products that include CSER policies and 

practices or not and which attributes were of greatest importance in the cruise product choice 

process. 

Results 

One in three cruise passengers will knowingly book a cruise with a company that does not 

have CSER policies and practices (0.172 no CSER vs 0.328 CESR, p<.01). The relationship 

between CSER compared to the other attributes (i.e. the joint effect (two-way interaction 

effects) indicated that the only attributes of significance to CSER is the Price of the cruise 

package. All the other attributes - Brand Name, Destination, Disruptions, Duration and 

Standard of the cruise are not significant to the cruise passenger when it comes to a 

company’s Brand Image.  It is evident that there is a correlation between CSER (Brand 

Image) and Price. Furthermore, it can be deduced that Cruise Consumers favour other 

attributes over CSER policies and practices when choosing a cruise.  While the majority of 

cruise consumers showed preference towards sustainable products, the only attribute that was 

of significance to CSER was Price. The results suggest that cruise consumer may be willing 

to pay a little more for products from cruise companies that engaged CSER policies and 

practices over companies that did not. The term ‘may be’ is used because these results are 

based on an estimated population of the maximum cruise passengers’ capacity per ship.  A 

shortfall of choice studies (Marquina, 2010, Hensher et al., 2005).  

The second phase of the analysis therefore focused on the importance levels placed on each 

of the attributes within the package by the consumers. Consumers found CSER as an attribute 

to be of lower importance in overall product value, based on the individual level model of 

Hierarchical Bayes Estimation as rescaled results.  Re-scaling to the ‘zero-centred diffs’ is the 

default method used in the Sawtooth Software SMRT Market Simulator to reflect the relative 

weight (importance) of the attributes. The process entails the weighted (importance) 

calculation for each attribute which is determined by the difference between the best and 
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worst levels within each attribute (Bakken and Frazier, 2006). The method balances the level 

of ‘noise’ at individual level data analysis to produce more balanced results that better 

represent the fit of the data to the model and is devoid of the assumption of IIA. Table 1 

depicts the HB Average Importance results of the sample. At a percentage certainty of 0.768, 

the model is 76.8% better than chance and a very good fit between the model and the data in 

representing the choices of the respondents. With a Root Likelihood value of 0.726, also 

indicates that the fit between the model and the data is very good at over three times the 

chance level. 

** INSERT Table 1 here ** 

The results indicate that the Standard (Quality) of the cruise was the most important attribute, 

closely followed by Price. The Duration (Length) of the cruise and the Destination (Cruise 

Itinerary) followed in third and fourth levels of importance respectively with CSER among 

the three least important attributes along with Brand (Name) and Insurance coverage for the 

Disruption. Given that Standard and Price were found to be the attributes of greatest 

importance this constituted rational consumer behaviour given that consumers seek to 

maximise their utility based on their available income, taste and product price. This is evident 

in today’s economic climate where consumers often focus on perceived value of products 

based on the combined elements of product price and quality. Destination (Cruise Itinerary) 

and Duration (Cruise Length) followed as the next attributes of importance before CSER.    

CSER was however of greater consequence when consumers had to make trade-offs between 

similar product bundles as depicted in Figure 1. This suggests that cruise consumers use 

company / brand image when deciding between similar product bundles. Therefore we can 

expect CSER to continue to be of marginal importance in Cruise CBDM for many of the 

consumers in spite of the fact that Cruise Ships are increasing in size (passenger capacity) 

(FCCA, 2012). 

** INSERT Figure 1 here ** 

 

Conclusion 

We are at a stage where cruise consumers are interested in knowing about companies’ 

sustainability practices and the research results demonstrates this. Cruise consumers are 

driven primarily by the economic climate but at nearly 2:1, it is also evident consumers do 

value CSR as part of a company’s brand image. One of the primary arguments about 

consumers and sustainability issues is that while consumers themselves are willing to take 

socially and environmentally responsible actions while at home as part of their day to day 

activity, they do not want to be ‘burdened’ with thinking of this while on holiday (Miller et 

al., 2010, Sheppard and Fennell, 2008). This research suggests that consumers would 

consider a company’s sustainability policies and practices when choosing between several 

companies of similar product types, once the information is readily available / presented and 

consumers do not have to go in search of it. When compared to the other cruise product 

attributes, CSER was not the attribute of least importance, for that matter it was one of the 



w
ide Hospitality and Tourism

 Them
es

three attributes suggested to influence the final decision made by the respondents when Price 

and Standard were equal. Therefore, the importance of CSER in the cruise consumer 

behaviour decision-making is not trivial by any means and could play a significant role 

towards encouraging cruise lines to adhere to positive social and environmental policies and 

practices. 

We now know that cruise consumers behave both rationally when there is sufficient 

information provided and irrationally when additional information is required (Darnton, 

2008, McFadden, 1980). However, since the research data does not distinguish those 

consumers who were rational in their decision making from those who were not, the 

assumption remains in keeping with classical rational utility consumer theory (McFadden, 

1980) that the majority of cruise consumers behave rationally most of the time and as such 

this can be applied to finding solutions to the challenges faced with getting consumers to 

change their attitude towards the purposeful purchase of sustainable products all of the time.  

Specific to sustainable tourism, UK consumers believe that companies should be and act 

socially and environmentally sustainable (Miller et al., 2010).  We also know that consumers 

engage heuristic strategies in information processing and when products are similar, 

consumers look for differentiating features or attributes to assist with the final selection in the 

process (Orme, 2010). This differentiating attribute is often the deciding factor especially 

when the product price and quality are perceived to be equal by the consumer. Therefore, the 

sustainability information available to consumers at this decision making stage could give 

companies that competitive edge when consumers are determining overall product value and 

deciding on the final product purchase.  

The results of this study nevertheless suggest that firstly, there is a level of expectation by 

consumers that cruise lines have CSER policies and practices and secondly, that some 

consumers would possibly be willing to avoid the ethics / environmental laggards by not 

purchasing the unsustainable, non-CSER product. This expectation by consumers as to 

holiday companies’ sustainability practices is consistent with the findings of Miller et al. 

(2010), in which consumers stated that while they believed going on holiday is a ‘right’ and 

choosing a holiday should not be subject to ethical adjudication, they felt it was the 

responsibility of the holiday companies to provide consumers with sustainable holiday 

product choices. They also felt that government regulation and company ethics should 

remove any unscrupulous operators leaving only pro-social and pro-environmental, ethical 

operations for consumers to choose from. All this tells us that CSER is of importance to the 

majority of consumers even though they may not currently place it in the forefront of their 

holiday decision-making process. Therefore, quantifying how important CSER is in relation 

to other traditional cruise booking attributes is a crucial contribution towards the 

understanding of cruise CBDM. These findings will enable tourism stakeholders to move 

forward towards establishing solutions to change consumers’ consumption patterns towards 

the purposeful purchasing of sustainable products including holiday products, all of the time. 
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Table 1:  Average Utility Values & Average Importance 

Attribute /Levels Average Utility 
Total   

(Rescaled to 
Zero Centred 

Diffs) 
 

Average 
Importance 

Total 
(%) 

Standard 
 
6+ Star 
5 Star 
4 Star 
3 Star 
2 Star 
1 Star 

   
  

66.80 
 45.96 
 29.59 
 10.98 
-32.15 

-121.17 

28.40 

Price 
 
£500 pp inside cabin 
£800 pp outside-view cabin 
£1000 pp balcony cabin 
£1400 pp balcony cabin 
£1800 pp deluxe cabin 
£2300 pp suite 

  
  

11.30 
 42.99 
 23.44 
-1.94 

-15.93 
-59.86 

24.64 

Duration 
 
21 days cruise only 
14 days cruise only 
7 days cruise only 
3 days cruise only 
21 days fly/cruise 
14 days fly/cruise 
7 days fly/cruise 

  
  

0.18 
 5.74 
 8.54 

-29.28 
-3.13 
 3.43 

                    14.52 

13.06 

Destination 
 
Europe, UK, Baltic & Mediterranean 
Africa 
Asia 
N. America, Caribbean 
S. America 
Antarctica 
Australia, Oceania 

  
 

18.67 
-24.53 
-3.40 

 16.40 
-2.49 

-12.57 
 7.92 

12.68 

CSER 
 
No CSER PP 
Has CSER PP 

 
 

-36.28 
 36.28 

11.82 

Brand (Name) 
 
Company A 
Company B 
Company C 
Company D 
Company E 

  
 

1.00 
 2.90 
-1.28 
-3.51 
 0.90 

6.76 
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Disruption 

 
Travel Insurance Included 
No Travel Insurance Included 

  
 

 3.89 
-3.89 

2.63 

 

Figure: 1:  Cruise Consumers cruise package utility in CBDM 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


