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Abstract. The cruise ship industry was one of the fastest growing subsectors of the 
tourism industry before the advent of COVID-19. This paper examines the prospects 
and recovery of the cruise ship industry from the devastating impacts of COVID-19 
on the industry. The study relied mostly on event study and secondary data, including 
survey data from authoritative sources, data from representative organisations, news 
reports and academic literature. The results show that the industry exhibited high levels 
of customer loyalty and resilience to the COVID-19-induced downturn. The industry 
also adopted additional protocols to improve public health on board and protect the 
health and safety of customers, crews and visited communities. However, continued 
travel restrictions at both source and destination markets, as well as the continued 
resurgence of the virus and related uncertainties, threaten the recovery of the industry. 
Mandatory vaccination of both crew and passengers needs to be considered.
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1. Introduction

Cruise lines are passenger ships operated for pleasure 
and leisure voyages. The primary purpose of cruise 
line tourism is to accommodateing guests and to 
visiting one or more glamorous ports of calls (Lau 
and Yip, 2020). A cruise ship represents a destination 
in itself and essentially acts as a floating resort with 
all leisure related facilities and attractions, such as 
restaurants, bars, theatres, casinos, sport facilities 
and swimming pools (Rodrigue and Notteboom, 
2013). The cruise ship industry has had vibrant 
growth over the past 40 years, with the initial boom 
in demand for its services coming from North 
America. However, more recently, the demand 
for cruise ships has spread across all regions of 
the world, including Europe, Asia and Australia, 
in particular (Peručić, 2019). Cruise lines offer 
a  variety of packages, from short cruises, to those 
lasting several days, weeks and or months. There 
are also thematic cruises, around- the- world cruises 
and expedition cruises. Rodrigue and Notteboom 
(2013) observe the modern cruise ship industry 
to be a salient symbol of the globalisation of the 
tourism industry in terms of market coverage, and 
practices such aslike customer services, workforce 
and the mobility of assets.

In the early 1980s, there were slightly fewer than 
two million cruise line passengers in the world 
(Cruise Lines International Association-CLIA, 2019). 
These numbers rose to four million by the end of 
the 1980s and to over nine million passengers by the 
end of the 1990s. In 2017, nearly 27 million cruise 
passengers undertook voyages, with the figure rising 
to 28.2 million in 2018 and 30 million in 2019. Up 
to 32 million passengers were expected to cruise in 
2020 before the emergence and rapid spread of the 
COVID-19 pandemic (Ibid.). The dynamic growth 
in demand for ocean cruises prompted companies 
to invest in the construction of new and larger ships 
to enrich their offer of numerous itineraries and 
offer a choice of the most modernly equipped and 
designed ships (Peručić, 2019). 

The industry has in the past survived outbreaks of 
infectious diseases such as H1N1, SARS, norovirus 
and legionnaires’ (Liu-Lastres et al., 2018). It has also 
outlived disasters such as the emergency evacuation 
of the Viking Sky (Dahl, 2019), the sinking of the 

Costa Concordia with 32 deaths (Alexander, 2012) 
and mechanical failures on some cruise ships, as 
well as piracy (Button, 2016). Lessons from these 
previous shocks were, however, not enough to 
prepare them for the unprecedented impacts of the 
COVID-19 pandemic (Nhamo et al., 2020a). The 
adverse impacts of the pandemic on the cruise ship 
industry were due to official travel restrictions from 
source and destination markets, no-sail orders and 
conditional sailing orders issued by health officials 
from key source markets, infodemia and travellers’ 
fear of infection during the cruise (Bulin and Tenie, 
2020).

Given the foregoing, this paper seeks to respond 
to the question: What prospects of recovery and 
reformation from the cruise ship industry in 
the aftermath of the COVID-19 pandemic exist, 
and how are they manifesting? Derived from the 
research question, the study adopts the objective to 
examine and determine the prospects and recovery 
of the cruise ship industry following the COVID-19 
outbreak.

2. Literature survey

The cruise ship industry’s growth and economic 
impact has made it a key component of global 
economic development, as well as a crucial job 
creator for tourism-based regions and economies 
(CLIA, 2020). Despite the resilience that the 
industry has shown in the face of economic, socio-
political and other crises over the past decades, 
it has become one of those most affected by the 
COVID-19 outbreak that was declared a global 
pandemic in 2020 (Notteboom et al., 2021). 

Table 1 shows the top eight ranked cruise 
companies in terms of market share and number 
of ships. Carnival Corporation, Royal Caribbean 
and Norwegian Cruises based in the USA had 
a combined 70.9% of the market revenue in the 
industry in 2021 (Cruise Market Watch, 2021). Of 
particular interest is the fact that the cruise ships 
have been growing in size and number annually. 
In the Cruise Ship Order Book (2019), a total of 
125 new cruise ships were scheduled for delivery 
between the 2019 and 2027 period, with an average 
capacity of 2,227 passengers and a total value of 
USD 69.8 billion. 
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Table 1. Top eight ranked cruise shipping companies 

Source: Authors, data from Cruise Market Watch, 2021 

Table 2 and Fig. 1 show the global cruise ship 
deployment of capacity from 2014 to 2019, popular 
cruise routes and major source markets. It emerges 
that the geographical expansion of the cruise 
industry is on the increase, as is the deployed bed 
capacity. The Caribbean is the largest cruise ship 
region, representing close to 65.24 million in bed 
capacity and over 40% of the world cruise market in 
2019. The Asian cruise region witnessed the highest 
expansion in the industry, registering growth of 
over 190% in bed capacity from 2014 to 2019. The 
region also expanded from about 8% market share 
in 2003 to 15.7% in 2019 (Cruise Industry News, 
2019). Almost all the regions of the world have 
deployments of cruise assets, making the industry 
truly global.

The close-to 29.7 million passengers who cruised 
in 2019 were sourced from about ten countries. 
These countries are the USA, Brazil, France, Spain, 
Italy, Canada, Australia, United Kingdom, Germany 
and China (Fig. 1). These countries accounted for 

Table 2. World’s global cruise ship deployment of capacity, 2014 to 2019 (millions of bed days)

Source: Authors, data from Cruise Market Watch, 2021 

about 86% of global cruise passengers. The USA 
had 11.9 million passengers and was the largest 
source market, accounting for 45% of global 
cruise passengers. This was followed by China 
and Germany, who accounted for 17% of global 
passengers, with 4.59 million passengers. The 
United Kingdom and Australia had 3.27 million 
cruisers, accounting for 12% of global passengers 
(Peručić, 2020; CLIA, 2021). In terms of economic 
impact, the cruise ship industry created over 1.11 
million jobs worth over USD 45.6 billion in wages 
and salaries in 2019 (CLIA, 2019). In the United 
Kingdom, the cruise ship industry directly employs 
over 40 000 people and pays salaries totalling GBP 
1.35 billion (Lawrey, 2020). The value chain of the 
cruise ship industry is associated with income from 
the spending of crew members and passengers on 
land, income from fees and other services that are 
offered to the ship by different parties, income from 
fees where the ships dock, and income from fees for 
repair and maintenance (Lau and Yip, 2020).
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The United Nations World Tourism Organization 
(UNWTO) (2020) highlights that the COVID-19 
pandemic brought a pause to the global economy, 
with the tourism sector being the worst affected. 
More specifically, the UNWTO argued that the 
sudden and unexpected fall in tourism demand 
caused by COVID-19 placed millions of jobs 
and livelihoods at risk, while at the same time 
jeopardising the advances made in achieving 
sustainable development and equality over recent 
years. In the case of the cruise ship industry, 
the countries that reported the worst cases of 
COVID-19, such as the USA, China, Italy, Spain, 
Germany, France and Britain, had the biggest share 
of the source markets. This situation put the cruise 
ship industry in a precarious position when it came 
to recovery. COVID-19 continued to be pervasive, 
with even the largest containment efforts in the 
history and vigilant responses of most countries 
around the world having only limited success in 
eliminating the pandemic (Khalilzadeh, 2020). 

Compared to terrorism, political and 
environmental hazards, it takes relatively more time 
for tourism activities to recover from the shock of 
health crises (Gossling et al., 2020). It has also been 
observed that drops in tourist numbers due to health 
crises usually take more-or-less the same time to 
recover across the world. Based on studies done by 
Khalilzadeh (2020), the time period for destinations 
to recover from health crises after they have been 

contained ranges between 12 and 34 months. This 
means that, on average, it usually takes up to 22 
months for tourism to recover from health crises. 
This is slightly shorter than recovery from natural 
hazards and political turmoil, but to some extent 
longer than terrorism and manmade environmental 
catastrophes such as oil spills (Ibid.). The standard 
deviation of health crisis recovery is, however, 
much smaller than that of recovery from natural 
hazards and political turmoil. This, as observed by 
Khalilzadeh (2020), means that the average recovery 
time is more-or-less the same for most health 
crises that occur across the world. The speed of 
recovery is related to properties of the destination 
and health disaster. The destination properties can 
include the destination’s level of development, crisis 
management system, and levels of sustainability, 
training and preparedness. Relevant health disaster 
properties are things like disease properties, 
reaction to disease, depth of virus infection, rate 
of hospitalisation, transmissibility, death rate, target 
population, virus resilience, virus incubation period, 
and virus treatment and the availability of vaccines. 
Considering past experiences, it seems that, from 
the entire system perspective, tourism will make 
significant recoveries within a year or two of the end 
of the COVID-19 pandemic. Previous experiences 
show that the system rebounds strongly a short 
while after a crisis is over (Khalilzadeh, 2020).

Fig. 1. Popular cruise paths, source markets and destinations
Source: Authors, data from CLIA, (2020)
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In the near future (short term), a predicted 
significant change in the state of the tourism system 
due to the COVID-19 pandemic is the domestication 
of the industry. Renaud (2020) argues that over-
globalisation has made most tourism systems 
vulnerable to various disasters. Hence, hopes for 
a return to pre-COVID-19 tourist mobility in 
the short term are questionable, especially since 
the pandemic has yet to be stabilised on a global 
scale and travel red lists have been created by 
other countries. Extreme mobility characterises the 
cruise ship industry, which operates by transporting 
tourists through a series of destinations. Therefore, 
the COVID-19 pandemic put a sudden end to the 
mobility on which the industry relies. During the 
early days of the COVID-19 pandemic, ports of 
call and destination ports began to refuse stopover 
vessels that were still at sea when the virus was 
beginning to spread rapidly (Nhamo et al., 2020). 
Furthermore, most countries closed their borders 
to non-essential transit movement. As a result, the 
cruise ship industry ceased operations pending 
the stabilisation of the pandemic. The question is, 
therefore, the extent to which this disruption in 
mobility will affect the efficient operation of the 
cruise ship industry when it resumes operations 
and whether the industry is resilient enough to deal 
with the crisis.

Most tourism experts do not anticipate that the 
tourism industry will recover to pre-COVID levels 
before 2023. The UNWTO (2021) attributed this slow 
recovery to the imposition of travel restrictions, low 
levels of vaccination in some destination countries, 
the emergence of new variants, slow containment 
of the virus, limited income due to depressed 
economies, and low traveller confidence. The cruise 
ship industry has weathered many storms in the 
past – from serious accidents to disease outbreaks 
and even piracy. However, the COVID-19 pandemic 
that began in 2020 has been the most impactful. 
After close to two years of COVID-19-induced 
downturn, there is the need to start addressing the 
recovery and reformation process for the cruise ship 
industry in the context of continued restrictions to 
international and domestic travel, as well as the “new 
normal”, which requires new hygiene standards and 
social distancing. 

3. Material and research methods 

The paper mainly draws from event study 
methodology and secondary survey data obtained 
from the cruise review site, Cruise Critic, and from 
CLIA Qualtrics Surveys. Event study methodology 
has its origins in finance, particularly the analysis 
of stocks and foreign exchange (Hayward, 2018). 
An event study examines the impact of an event 
on the financial performance of a company or stock 
market. In the context of this paper, event study was 
used to examine how the return on investment on 
cruise ship share prices responded to the different 
stages in the outbreak of the COVID-19 pandemic, 
as well as its second and third waves of infections. 
The return on investment using the share value of 
cruise ship companies was deemed an objective 
measure of the impact and recovery of the industry 
to the impacts of the pandemic. The recovery was 
also shown through the changes in the share prices 
of cruise ship companies on stock exchanges.

Further, to gauge the likelihood of recovery of 
the industry, the paper used data obtained from 
a cruiser sentiment survey run online from a cruise 
review site, the Cruise Critic. The site is one of the 
world leaders in terms of providing information that 
assists cruisers to research and plan their voyages 
and also connect with cruisers. The site is used by 
over six million people per month (Cruise Critic, 
2021). The survey was done to get insights into 
what visitors of the site thought about COVID-19 
and their willingness to undertake cruise ship 
voyages in the future. The survey was done between 
April 2020 and November July 2020 and had over 
35,000 respondents worldwide but mostly from 
major source markets of the cruise ship industry. 
These countries are USA, China, UK, Germany, 
Canada, Australia, Italy, Spain, France and Brazil. 
Although the main aim of the survey was to assist 
cruisers in making important decisions about their 
future voyages, the data is robust enough to give 
insights into potential recovery pathways of the 
industry from the COVID-19-induced downturn 
and also for academic writing addressing recovery. 
The survey was open to any visitor to the site, but 
mainly targeted at cruisers whose voyages had 
been cancelled or disrupted due to the COVID-19 
pandemic. Preliminary results from CLIA Qualtrics 
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Survey from eight major source countries of the 
cruise ship were also used. The survey had 500 
respondents from each country (CLIA, 2020). The 
Cruise Lines International Association (CLIA) 
is the representative body of most global cruise 
ship companies, and their data informs industry 
management practices; hence, their data is to a large 
extent suitable for academic purposes related to the 
industry. The results of these surveys were used in 
the study to project the scenarios for recovery for 
the industry. 

The research also used relevant quantitative and 
qualitative secondary data from authoritative sources 
to address the objective of the paper. Secondary data 
techniques rely heavily on relevant existing data. 
Secondary data used in the study were derived from 
government sources, regulatory bodies, industry 
representative bodies, private companies, news 
media and other scholarly sources addressing the 
research questions. Descriptive statistics, especially 
frequencies, were used to summarise the derived 
quantitative data, with the presentation being in 
the form of graphs. Qualitative data were analysed 
through thematic content analysis and presented 
through the use of descriptions. Table 3 summarises 
the data collection and analysis methods used in 
the study. 

Howitt (1998) and McMaster and Sheppard 
(2004) argue that scale is one of human geography’s 

Table 3. Summary of data collection and analysis 

Source: Authors 

fundamental concepts, which according to Howitt 
(1998) has facets of size, level and relation. The 
paper resonates with the latter conception, which 
is based upon the premise that scale should be 
expressed relationally rather than hierarchically.

Spatial economic analysis would be incomplete 
without firms. In the milieu of human geography, 
Taylor and Asheim (2001) categorise perspectives 
on the firm into two sets: the rationalist and the 
socio-economic. The paper is aligned with the 
socio-economic view (see Taylor & Asheim, 2001), 
which is based upon the premise that (unlike in 
the rationalist view) the function of the firm is not 
simply to maximise profits while minimising costs, 
but to provide a framework within which the very 
calculus of output-cost relationships is played out. 
Importantly, it is not only individual firms that 
matter, but the system of firms (Taylor & Asheim, 
2001; Taylor, 1996).

The activities of firms are expected to create 
particular patterns in space. The geographical pattern 
includes points, lines and areas; it is understood 
through the measures of point pattern, nearest 
neighbour analysis and quadrant sampling (Coffey, 
1981). Given the relational view of space, proximity, 
firm and scale, the paper takes a position that the 
driving forces of airport-centric developments do 
not create patterns that are necessarily observable 
in geographical space.
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4. Results

4.1. Recovery on the stock market

In the year 2020 there was a drastic reduction in 
the income of cruise ship companies, as depicted 
in Fig. 2. This was mainly due to the cessation of 
operations due to the COVID-19 pandemic and 
related restrictive measures. Income for Carnival 
Corporation, the biggest cruise company in the 
world, dropped from over USD 20 billion to just 
over USD 5 billion. The drastic drop in revenue for 
most cruise ship companies was accompanied by 
massive drops in stock prices. 

Figure 3 shows the market performance of the 
top three cruise corporations that together hold 
more than 80% of the world market in the cruise 
ship industry. It emerges that return on investment 
in the stock of these three companies dropped 
significantly during the early days of the COVID-19 
pandemic. The stock value of Royal Caribbean, 
Carnival Corporation and Norwegian Cruise Line 
plunged on average by over 80% in just 60 days. 
This was from their highest peaks in January 
2020 to their lowest levels by 18 March 2020. This 
sharp fall in stock price threatened the survival of 
these companies, given that they had to suspend 
operations at the peak of the COVID-19 pandemic 
(Nhamo et al., 2020). Stock markets were therefore 

left as one of the key vehicles through which cruise 
companies could obtain liquidity to allow them 
to mitigate the impact of the pandemic on their 
activities. With this drop in return on investment, 
most predicted an imminent collapse of these cruise 
corporations. The possibility of collapse was also 
heightened by the fact that the companies were 
denied bailout packages given to other struggling 
companies by the United States government, as they 
were not incorporated in the country (O’Connell, 
2020).

The return on investment on major cruise 
company shares started slowly to improve from 
around -83% to between -39% and -64% in the 
month of April 2021. From a share investor point 
of view, the recovery of the cruise ship industry 
has therefore been very slow and painful. This 
was mainly because the companies were still not 
operating for over a year after COVID-19 had been 
declared a global pandemic, yet they continued to 
burn cash through maintenance of their assets and 
wages for employees. The second, third and fourth 
waves of COVID-19 infections in some parts of 
the world, including Western Europe, China, India 
and the USA, continued to dampen the recovery 
of these companies’ stock values. However, despite 
the slow pace of recovery in 2020 and 2021, the 
industry still has an optimistic outlook. This is based 
on the industry’s financial resilience, since none of 
the major players had collapsed over a year into 

Fig. 2. Cruise company revenue 2019 and 2020
Source: Statista (2020)
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Fig. 3. Percentage change in share price from highest price
Source: Y-chats 

the COVID-19 crisis. Despite the decline in stock 
prices and lack of bailout packages, investors also 
continued to show confidence in the companies, as 
demonstrated by the continued influx of liquidity 
into these companies (Smith, 2020). This proves 
that even in times of acute crisis, investors were still 
there to support the industry’s survival and recovery 
(Renaud, 2020). The industry was therefore likely 
to survive and make it out the other side of the 
COVID-19 pandemic.

4.2. Cruisers’ perceptions of pandemic 
handling and future cruises

Figure 4 shows the options taken by cruisers after 
their voyages were cancelled either by the cruise 
lines or by the clients themselves. The travellers 
were asked by cruise companies to either take full 
refunds or future cruise credits to be used when the 
industry resumes operations. Close to 77% of those 
who took part in the Cruise Critic survey took 
future cruise credits instead of full refunds. These 
represent the views of people who use the cruise 
critic website when planning cruises and rating 
their previous cruise experiences. Globally, the site 
is visited by an average of over six million people 

every month (Cruise Critic, 2021). This implies that 
most respondents were still planning to sail when 
conditions eventually allowed them to do so. The 
substantial inclination towards future credits could 
be due to several reasons, one of the most important 
being the offer of at least 125% of the value of the 
cancelled cruise by cruise companies, with some 
even making sweetened offers like on-board credit. 
This is also proof that the cruise line industry has 
some clients who are eager to cruise again, as and 
when conditions permit. It also gives confidence in 
the future of the industry, as these loyal clients can 
sustain the industry during the early days of the 
restart of operations after the pandemic is brought 
under control. Those most confident in the future 
of the industry and who have expressed willingness 
to return are avid cruisers who have taken more 
than five cruises in their lifetime. This means 
that previous experience is a significant driver of 
intention to cruise.

Figure 5 shows the time period within which 
those who made future cruise bookings will be 
willing to cruise. The bulk of the respondents chose 
time periods between 4 and 6 months (42%) and 7 
and 12 months (31%) after June 2020. This means 
that most people still felt not particularly safe or 
confident to be cruising before the pandemic 
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was really under control. Hence, the respondents 
preferred to do so towards the end of 2020 or in 
2021, with some 2021 cruises already fully booked. 
More cruisers seem to feel more confident to book 
a cruise in future because they needed to see travel 
restrictions and warnings being lifted from both 
their departure ports and port-of-call destinations. 
They also needed to see signs of COVID-19 cases 
declining and widespread availability of COVID-19 
vaccines. The scenarios for cruise ship recovery to 
pre-COVID-19 levels therefore hinge largely on 
the satisfaction of the above conditions. A survey 
done by CLIA (2021) showed that 74% of frequent 
cruisers were more likely to return to cruising 
within a few years and close to two thirds of these 
were eager to cruise within a year. About 58% of 
international holidaymakers who had never cruised 
also showed a desire to cruise a few years after the 
COVID-19 pandemic. Khalilzadeh (2020) observes 
the average time for a destination to recover from 
a disease outbreak to be about 22 months. This 
implies that the rate of recovery of the cruise ship 
industry could be faster than what has been noted 
before, provided the industry invests in improved 
public health and safety protocols.

Figure. 6 shows the top five considerations ofthat 
respondents who took part in the Cruise Critic 
survey would consider when booking a  future 
cruise. It is important to highlight that these 
considerations were only came secondary toafter 
the threat of COVID-19 havings been reduced by 
thedue to availability of vaccines and other screening 
measures. Only after the control of COVID-19 would 
these considerations guide the cruise companies to 
inform the recovery process. Most cruisers (62%) 

Fig. 4. Options taken by cruisers after cruise cancellation-
Source: Authors, data from Cruise Critic (2020)

Fig. 5. Time period till future booking done between April 
2020 and November July 2020
Source: Authors, data from Cruise Critic (2020) 

highlighted they would consider the price of the 
cruise before booking. This means that the recovery 
of the industry may be further slowed down if 
cruise companies decide to balance the need for 
clients by reducing prices againstwith the need for 
quick recovery. The destination of the cruise is also 
key in the decision to book a cruise, the hence the 
need for a diversified range of destinations to attract 
more clients. This can only be possible when global 
travel restrictions imposed to control the spread 
of the coronavirus have been relaxed. A follow-up 
survey done in February 2021 when vaccines were 
now available showed that 81% of the participants 
would prefer cruising if vaccination was mandatory 
for all cruisers. Only 5% said it would deter them, 
with an additional 14% not sure. Vaccination of 
cruise line passengers therefore becomes the single 
most important factor determining the decision to 
cruise and by default impacts on the recovery of 
the industry.

Figure 7 shows the preferred destinations of the 
respondents when they book for future cruises. 
The Caribbean is the most preferred destination, 
with 47% of the respondents choosing it. Europe, 
especially the Mediterranean, comes second on 
the list, with 25% of the cruisers selecting it 
as a destination of choice. This means that the 
availability of these destinations for cruise lines will 
likely determine the speed with which the sector 
will recover from the COVID-19 downturn. If, 
for example, the popular Caribbean destinations 
remain closed to the industry, it is hard to imagine 
how the industry can make the much- desired 
quick recovery. The Caribbean is an ideal cruising 
destination because it is mostly a tight chain of 
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islands in close proximity, implying short cruising 
distances between ports of call, and its climate is 
subtropical with limited temperature fluctuations 
all year round (Rodrigue and Notteboom, 2013). 
The Caribbean also has a good mix of landscapes, 
ranging from rain forests to semi-arid conditions, as 
well as the presence of coral and volcanic islands. 
The area has a rich cultural heritage given its history 
of European colonialism, and African, Hispanic, 
English, French and Dutch influences, which gives 
it a diversified cultural landscape (Ibid.). The cruise 
industry is therefore able to offer its customers 
a variety of cultural experiences in close proximity. 
Finally, the adjacency of the Caribbean to the USA 
offers a large market of potential tourists able to 
afford cruise packages without having to travel far 
to start a cruise.

The cancellation policy of a cruise ship company 
has been recognised by 38% of the respondents as 
being a key consideration when choosing to book 
a cruise during this uncertain period. While there 
have been some people who expressed frustration 
over the delay in issuance of refunds and future 
credits, most respondents have rated the cancellation 
process positively (Saunders, 2020) as shown in Fig. 
8. On a scale of 1 to 5, with 5 being very satisfied, the 
cruisers indicated that the cancellation process was 
generally handled well to the satisfaction of most 
cruisers. An estimated 31% rated the cancellations 
with a perfect 5 out of 5, and 23% gave it a 4 out of 
5. This applies to situations where the cancellation 
was initiated by either the client or the cruise line. 

Knowing that one can book a cruise with the 
provision to cancel if one becomes hesitant due to 
COVID-19 fears can give people the confidence 

to book, and hence is good for the outlook of the 
industry. Before the COVID-19 pandemic, cruise 
line cancellations were very inflexible, with any 
changes after payment incurring some form of 
financial penalty. This inflexibility was to a greater 
part unique to the cruise industry. Hence, the 
pandemic brought about the much-needed change 
to the industry’s cancellation conditions. Although 
the conditions vary from line to line, many are 
allowing passengers to voluntarily cancel their 
cruise with as little as 24 or 48 hours’ notice.

There was a slight improvement in the number 
of tourists who took part in cruises in the year 
2021 compared to 2020, which was the peak of the 
pandemic (Fig. 9). Close to 14 million people had 
undertaken cruises in 2021 by November, compared 
to just over seven million in the whole of 2020. This 
constituted a big improvement in the fortunes of 
cruise ship companies although still well below 
the more than 27 million people who cruised in 
2019. The improved figures for 2021 reflect a shift 
in policy in the USA, which is the main source 
market for cruise ship travellers. The policy shifted 
from no-sail orders to conditional sailing orders for 
cruise ships in October 2020. Conditional sailing 
orders allowed cruise ship voyages to be undertaken 
under strict prescribed conditions. Further recovery 
in passenger numbers is anticipated as from January 
2022, when the conditional sailing order will be 
replaced by industry-wide voluntary programmes 
aimed at detecting, mitigating and controlling the 
spread of COVID-19 on cruise ships.

Although in 2021 most cruise ship companies 
made losses due to COVID-19-induced measures, 
most remained optimistic to return to profitability in 

Fig. 6. Consideration when booking a future cruise after 
COVID-19 is put under control
Source: Authors, data from Cruise Critic (2020)

Fig. 7. Destination preferred by cruisers
Source: Authors, data from Cruise Critic (2020)



David Chikodzi et al. / Bulletin of Geography. Socio-economic Series / 55 (2022): 17-33 27

2022. For example, Saunders (2021) highlight that, 
although the Royal Caribbean Group made a USD 
1.4 billion loss in the last quarter of 2021, it was 
mainly due to the company accelerating its restart 
plans. By October 2021, the company had carried 
over 500,000 people (about 44% of its capacity) 
and over a million passengers had been booked for 
the remaining months of 2021. The 2022 bookings 
for the company were also observed to be within 
pre-pandemic range, signifying high possibility for 
strong recovery.

4.3. Reformation pathways of board health 
and safety measures

A survey carried out by CLIA (2021) on areas of 
concern in which cruisers would like cruise lines 
to improve in the light of the pandemic, 81% of 
participants were worried about sanitation and 

Fig. 8. Rating of cancellation processes
Source: Authors, data from Cruise Critic (2020)

Fig. 9 Recovery of passengers carried 
Source: Authors, Data from Cruise market watch (2021)

ventilation on board, while 76% were concerned 
with issues of testing, screening and exposure 
reduction. A further 60% were concerned with 
response, contingency planning and execution. 
Both the cruise ship industry and its individual 
companies have engaged health-and-safety experts 
to try and develop operating protocols to support 
a quick and safe return to service. MSC Cruises, 
for example, set up a cross-functional taskforce 
comprised of in-house experts in the areas of 
medical services, public health, sanitation, bio-
security hotel services, and IT and ship engineering 

(Bond, 2020). The company further hired medical 
consultants to advise it and its clients on best 
practices to prevent the spread of COVID-19 on 
their cruise ships. This work is being complemented 
by the formation by MSC of the Blue-Ribbon 
COVID Expert Group for consultations on protocol 
planning. This is an independent group that will 
review policy initiatives, technical innovations and 
operational measures related to COVID-19. Their 
efforts led to the issuance of the EU COVID-19 
Healthy Gateways guide for restarting cruise 
operations. This provides a strategy for reducing 
COVID-19 risks among cruise ship passengers and 
crew. It also covers the entire process, beginning at 
the time of passenger booking and extending until 
passengers and crew have returned to their homes. 
Further, a gradual approach to restarting operations 
is recommended, including short itineraries from 
three to seven days, along with limited ports of call 
(Kalosh, 2020). These measures enhanced health 
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and safety measures to uphold the safety of guests, 
crew and communities that they visit. This also helps 
to reassure all the stakeholders that the industry 
is now ready to resume operations in a manner 
that does not spread COVID-19 and gives a good 
impression of preparedness. To further boost the 
state of medical preparedness, cruise lines such as 
the Genting Cruise Lines, which was one of the first 
companies to restart cruising in July 2020 in Taiwan, 
received certification in Infection Prevention for 
the Maritime Industry. This certification is granted 
by global healthcare and classification body, Det 
Norske Veritas-Germanischer Lloyd (DNV GL). 
The certification, which is a first for the maritime 
industry, is based on proven hospital standards 
and measures against infection risk that are tailor-
made for cruise ships by experts from various fields, 
including the maritime industry (TTG, 2020). The 
image of the industry is also being boosted by 
recent CLIA information initiatives. In Australia 
and New Zealand, they debuted an initiative 
called the “Ask Joel Q&A Series” (Yue, 2020). This 
initiative seeks to address burning questions that the 
public has concerning the industry, hence reducing 
misinformation concerning the industry. 

CLIA members will adopt robust procedures 
supported by scientific findings in an endeavour 
to limit the transmission of the coronavirus 
amongst crew members, passengers and port-of-call 
destinations. These include testing of all passengers 
and crew before boarding, wearing of masks at 
all times, practising social distancing, improving 
ventilation systems, improved communication, pre-
organised logistics for response to emergencies on 
board, as well as strict protocols when leaving and 

returning to the ship, including denial of boarding 
for violators (CLIA, 2021). On 30 October 2020, 
the United States Centers for Disease Control and 
Prevention (CDC) produced the Conditional Sailing 
Order (CSO) for the cruise ship industry. This is 
a set of technical guidelines for health-and-safety 
protocols to reduce the spread of COVID-19 on 
cruise ships. Figure 10 shows the phases that cruise 
lines had to go through to resume service under the 
CSO of the USA CDC.

The emphasis was initially on offering cruises 
of no more than seven days, with this condition 
being relaxed as cruise lines succeeded in limiting 
infections on board. Since its implementation, the 
CSO has successfully prevented the overwhelming 
onboard spread of COVID-19. For example, Royal 
Caribbean cruise lines have carried more than 
500,000 travellers under CSO conditions and have 
experienced only 150 COVID-19 cases (Kalosh, 
2021). This success in preventing COVID-19 on 
board explains why the CDC intends to make the 
CSO standards voluntary by the end of January 2020. 
The CDC’s confidence in the cruise lines’ capacity 
to prevent and manage COVID-19 on their ships 
can further boost the confidence that the market 
has in the industry, which can increase its pace of 
recovery. These measures have further buttressed 
the resilience that this industry has shown in the 
face of COVID-19.

In terms of when normal cruise services can 
resume globally, a study by Sachs et al. (2020) shows 
that the recovery of the industry is set to begin 
in 2021, but that it will be slow. This projection 
is based on four expectations, which are the roll-
out and widespread availability of COVID-19 

Fig. 10. CDC Framework for conditional sailing in the USA
Source: Authors own elaboration 
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vaccines, removal or relaxation of travel restrictions, 
implementation of additional health measures 
for cruise passengers to access the ships, and the 
existence of loyal customers (Ibid.). However, there 
are still significant uncertainties and blind spots on 
the horizon, including new waves and variants of 
COVID-19 infections, the inability to travel to key 
regions because of biosafety related restrictions, 
and the significant decline in financial capability of 
clients, given the weakening of the global economy 
due to COVID-19-induced lockdowns (Renaud, 
2020). Despite reasonable loyalty of avid and 
repeat cruisers, it would be difficult to predict their 
reaction to the negative media reports of infections 
on board (Ibid). As observed by Nikiforuk (2020), 
this may present a lasting marketing challenge in 
a context where the industry needs to attract new 
customers to ensure growth, and also where the 
majority of passengers are relatively elderly and 
often have fragile health. 

The move towards enhanced health care 
measures during cruises will likely result in some 
form of change in the cruise ship experience 
compared to the past. For example, the self-
service buffet will likely be replaced with room 
service or crew- manned serving stations in order 
to limit interaction of people. Strict reservation 
and screening systems could be implemented to 
access entertainment venues, bars, and even dining 
rooms, as cruise lines comply with strict venue 
capacitiesy. Embarkation times will also need to 
be staggered to permit greater social distancing. 
The COVID-19 pandemic will likely accelerate 
the cruise ships’ industry towards higher hygiene 
standards, including automated digital cleaning and 
sterilisation systems. Smaller cruise ships with fewer 
numbers of passengers are likely to be preferred 
by the market in place of the bigger vessels in the 
early days of the post COVID-19 period. However, 
the level of exclusivity comes with higher prices, 
sohence there will still be some demand for the 
the bigger vessels that are more affordable, bigger 
vessels (Gilchrist, 2020).

However, as the outbreak of COVID-19 was 
slowly contained globally, more destinations started 
opening up to cruise ships with relaxed conditions, 
albeit to different destinations and ports of call 
having different conditions for the visitors. Almost 

all the world’s cruise ship markets have now opened 
up for the industry to restart. The warming of 
destinations to cruise ships was in sharp contrast 
to the unforgettable sight of the Diamond Princess 
cruise liner, where 2,666 passengers and 1,045 
crew members were prevented from disembarking 
from the ship for 27 days due to an outbreak of 
COVID-19 on board. The fact that, less than a year 
from such traumatic scenes, people were already 
willing to cruise shows how the industry is resilient 
to the pandemic and likely to rebound.

Some cruise companies are disposing of their 
assets, including ships, in order to raise liquidity and 
reduce the cost of operations. This is in anticipation 
of reduced demand when cruises resume and to 
improve efficiency in operations given the need for 
improved public health procedures and the need to 
reassure both travellers and host ports of call that 
the industry is indeed ready to operate even when 
COVID-19 is still a global problem. In particular, 
the Carnival Corporation aims to dispose of 13 of 
its cruise ships and to defer some new ship deliveries 
(Saunders, 2020). 

In addition to the reform of health- and- safety 
practices on cruise ships, some, like Chin (2020) 
, advocate for the recovery of the industry to be 
informed by sustainability principles. This includes 
reducing the carbon footprint of the industry in 
the light of climate change and minimising their 
impacts on the environment ofor the visited ports 
of destination. During the COVID-19 induced 
downturn, the major cruise companies pledged to 
improve on their carbon dioxide emissions. This saw 
the industry investing close to $23.5 billion dollars 
in developing pioneering clean maritime propulsion 
technology, pollutant filters and more efficient 
cruise liners. These new ships being delivered in the 
post COVID-19 era use cleaner fuels like liquified 
natural gas (LNG), which reduces their carbon 
footprint. LNG has almost no sulphfur emission 
and reduces the emission of greenhouse gases by 
almost 20% (CLIA, 2021). However, given the 
huge losses that the industry has incurred during 
the COVID-19 pandemic, some, like Schlagwein 
(2021), argue that this trend towards sustainability 
would be difficult to maintain but concede that 
the subject of sustainability transitions and climate 
will continue to gaining relevancy. The cruise ship 
industry therefore has no option but to increase 
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its investment in environmental sustainability 
despite the difficult situation imposed on it by the 
COVID-19 pandemic if it is to be seen in a good 
light and to attract environmentally conscious 
clients.

5. Discussion

There is uncertainty related to destinations’ 
continued hospitality and willingness to receive 
cruise ships. This is given the fact that, with 
confirmed or suspected outbreaks on board, many 
cruise ships struggled to find somewhere to dock in 
the early days of the COVID-19 pandemic (Nhamo 
et al., 2020). With global mobility being one of the 
irreversible fundamental conditions for the viability 
of the cruise ship industry, any restrictions on their 
movements represents a threat to their recovery. 
Renaud (2020) highlights that, not so long ago, 
destinations were rolling out the red carpet to 
attract the cruise companies to their ports. However, 
with the emergence and spread of COVID-19 and 
its variants, and as the cruise lines struggle to get 
back in business, there is a possibility that access to 
certain destinations could be refused. For example, 
between September 2021 and November 2021, the 
Bahamas (a popular cruise ship destination) put in 
place emergency measures banning unvaccinated 
cruise ship tourists from entering the country (Faust, 
2021). The ban required cruise ships stopping at 
any port in the country to produce a manifest of 
all passengers and their vaccination status. Such 
bans, which are necessitated by the spread of new 
COVID-19 variants, may in the future limit the 
recovery of the industry. 

However, as the outbreak of COVID-19 was 
slowly contained globally, more destinations started 
opening up to cruise ships with relaxed conditions, 
albeit to different destinations and ports of call 
having different conditions for the visitors. Almost 
all the world’s cruise ship markets have now opened 
up for the industry to restart. The warming of 
destinations to cruise ships was in sharp contrast 
to the unforgettable sight of the Diamond Princess 
cruise liner, where 2,666 passengers and 1,045 
crew members were prevented from disembarking 
from the ship for 27 days due to an outbreak of 
COVID-19 on board. The fact that, less than a year 

from such traumatic scenes, people were already 
willing to cruise shows how the industry is resilient 
to the pandemic and likely to rebound.

Some cruise companies are disposing of their 
assets, including ships, in order to raise liquidity and 
reduce the cost of operations. This is in anticipation 
of reduced demand when cruises resume and to 
improve efficiency in operations given the need for 
improved public health procedures and the need to 
reassure both travellers and host ports of call that 
the industry is indeed ready to operate even when 
COVID-19 is still a global problem. In particular, 
the Carnival Corporation aims to dispose of 13 of 
its cruise ships and to defer some new ship deliveries 
(Saunders, 2020). 

In addition to the reform of health-and-safety 
practices on cruise ships, some, like Chin (2020), 
advocate for the recovery of the industry to be 
informed by sustainability principles. This includes 
reducing the carbon footprint of the industry in 
the light of climate change and minimising the 
impacts on the environment for the visited ports 
of destination. During the COVID-19 induced 
downturn, the major cruise companies pledged to 
improve on their carbon dioxide emissions. This saw 
the industry investing close to $23.5 billion dollars 
in developing pioneering clean maritime propulsion 
technology, pollutant filters and more efficient cruise 
liners. These new ships being delivered in the post 
COVID-19 era use cleaner fuels like liquified natural 
gas (LNG), which reduces their carbon footprint. 
LNG has almost no sulphur emission and reduces 
the emission of greenhouse gases by almost 20% 
(CLIA, 2021). However, given the huge losses that 
the industry has incurred during the COVID-19 
pandemic, some, like Schlagwein (2021), argue 
that this trend towards sustainability would be 
difficult to maintain but concede that the subject of 
sustainability transitions and climate will continue 
to gain relevancy. The cruise ship industry therefore 
has no option but to increase its investment in 
environmental sustainability despite the difficult 
situation imposed on it by the COVID-19 pandemic 
if it is to be seen in a good light and to attract 
environmentally conscious clients.
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6. Conclusions

The cruise ship industry is one of the biggest 
casualties of the COVID-19 pandemic. Not only 
did the industry lose potential revenue due to the 
cessation of operations, it also incurred considerable 
reputational damage due to the pandemic. Despite 
steep declines in their share prices – which affected 
their ability to raise funds – and being denied 
bailout packages, the industry has shown great 
financial resilience and continued to court investor 
confidence. The industry still has large amounts of 
liquidity being poured into it and therefore looks 
certain to survive the COVID-19 downturn. The 
returns on investment in cruise line stocks have 
improved slightly from the rock bottom they 
reached during the peak of the pandemic but are 
still in the negative. The fact that all the major 
cruise markets have allowed cruising to resume, and 
most destinations are welcoming them is likely to 
put more confidence in the market, which is likely 
to quicken the pace of recovery. However, different 
waves of the COVID-19 outbreaks and different 
variants have dampened the recovery of these shares 
and threaten to do so in future even in the face of 
new COVID-19 vaccines. 

The cruise ship industry has been proven to be 
resilient to the COVID-19 pandemic by the positive 
future ratings that the industry continues to get from 
potential cruisers. Most participants of surveys used 
in the study desire to cruise in the future despite the 
negative publicity the industry got during the early 
days of the pandemic. The resilience of the industry 
is also shown by the slight increase in passengers 
in 2021 compared to 2020. Passenger numbers are 
anticipated to reach pre-pandemic levels by the 
end of 2022. Enforcing mandatory vaccination of 
passengers and crew is likely to make people feel 
safe to cruise again.

The recovery of the industry is slowly starting to 
take shape in late 2021 and is likely to accelerate in 
2022. This recovery will be led by the industry’s local 
customers, who have shown great faith in the sector 
by making future bookings despite uncertainties. 
The industry has adopted various strategies to 
improve public health and safety on board and to 
protect the health and safety of customers, crew 
and visited communities. These strategies include 

getting accreditation for medical and infection 
risk reduction, EU COVID-19 Healthy Gateways’ 
guidance for restarting cruises, and the creation 
of COVID-19 taskforces to enhance health-and-
safety protocols on cruise ships. Gradually resuming 
operations is recommended and supported also by 
the USA CDC CSO, which also encouraged starting 
with shorter voyages of fewer than seven days and 
gradually increasing as measures put in place to 
control COVID-19 on board prove to be effective. 
However, the recovery of the industry, promising 
as it may seem, is filled with many uncertainties 
and remains conditional on access to preferred 
destinations, the removal of travel restrictions, the 
presence of local clients, significant reductions in 
global infections, and the availability of a cure or 
vaccines for COVID-19. 
Although the industry has survived the worst, it 
is further recommended that cruise lines continue 
to identify solutions and survival mechanisms 
during this COVID-19 downturn, as survival is 
still a priority until full-capacity operations resume. 
Cleaning and sanitising needs should be emphasised 
and auspiciously promoted during voyages, with 
cleaning protocols needing to be changed and 
personal protective equipment (PPE) mandatory 
for both crew and cruisers. The requirements of 
new health-and-safety procedures and protocols 
mean that cruise lines must partially refurbish and 
retrofit their cabins, reception, gathering areas and 
air circulation systems. The industry also needs to 
produce an acceptable emergency response plan 
should similar situations to what happened in the 
early days of COVID-19 occur in the future. There 
is also a need for the industry to continuously 
evaluate and continue to engage with leading 
experts and public health authorities to make 
suitable adjustments as situations evolve and new 
innovations are made. The cruise industry has huge 
potential to recover from the COVID-19-induced 
collapse and provide opportunities to contribute to 
the economic development of places and countries 
visited. 
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