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Abstract: Although the cruise sector is considered an ‘unreplaceable’ form of tourism, with the cruise
industry recording steady growth over the years, there is a lack of research and analysis on cruise
ships themselves. Accordingly, this study sought to determine whether service quality differences
among ships operating in the Asian market could suggest broader implications for the sustainability
of the cruise industry. We chose the SERVQUAL framework for the analysis; we also employed
the multiple case study method and topic synthesis to compare the service quality of three ships.
Of the ships investigated—the Costa Victoria, Diamond Princess, and Superstar Virgo—the Diamond
Princess had the highest service quality. Based on the results, we outlined suggestions for improving
the quality of cruise services, including introducing the latest large ships and high-tech facilities,
complying with the departure and arrival times of sailing schedules, improving the ratio of crew
members per passenger, establishing a cruise personnel training system, and expanding membership
program operations.
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1. Introduction

Cruise tourism is one of the fastest growing tourism segments, and it has undergone significant
transformation, especially in the last few decades [1,2]. Since 1990, the average annual passenger
growth has reached about 6.63%, with cruise tourists increasing from 7.21 million in 2000 to 26.86
million in 2019 [3]. The number of passengers originating from Asia hit a record high in 2017, with
4.052 million taking ocean cruises (up 20.6%), and Asian cruise passenger numbers hit another record
high in 2018 with 4.24 million (up 4.6%). In 2018, there were 28.5 million global ocean passengers,
14.8% of which were from Asia (versus 15.1% in 2017) [4]. The five-year compound annual growth
rate (CAGR) of Asian port calls from 2014 to 2019 was 14%, and the five-year growth during that time
was 88%, continuing an upward growth trajectory. Destinations such as Japan, mainland China, the
Philippines, Indonesia, and India will show a stronger five-year CAGR and five-year growth than
Asia’s average [5]. It is time to learn more about the rapidly growing Asian cruise market.

Some believe that the expansion of disposable income and increased interest in quality of life
have contributed to the steep growth of the cruise industry. Most cruise tourists are repeat customers
who have had a satisfactory cruise experience and become loyal to a specific cruise brand [6,7]. The
continued expansion of cruise passengers is also due to the provision of high-value cruising through
the newest ships, world-class destinations, innovative ship facilities, and various onboard activities.
Cruise lines design various services to meet changing customer needs [8,9]. High-value cruising refers
to various special services, including cabins with excellent amenities, restaurants with various dining
options, spas and wellness programs, sports and fitness, meeting rooms, Kids Zones, and wedding
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packages. Cruise ship service innovation has made cruise vacations more attractive and available
to more target markets [8]. Cruise lines should create sustainable demand and loyal customers
by differentiating the service quality of the onboard experience. Research by Li and Petrick [10]
demonstrated that customer retention should be improved by providing excellent service quality and
unique experiences.

Academic research in the cruise field has led to quantitative and qualitative growth since 2010 [11].
Papatnassis and Bekmann analysed papers published in a total of 56 overseas academic journals from
1983 to 2009 and divided them into four categories according to their research subjects. They found that
despite the diversity of research methods and topics, scholars tend to focus on business, management,
and economics. Vega-Muñoz et al. [12] analysed 320 papers in 142 journals between 1980 and 2018
and determined that the cruise industry is a subject of research worthy of various approaches. Cruise
tourism research has been fragmented because of its multidisciplinary nature and its relatively young
status [13]. Moreover, quantitative studies covering quality of service, service attributes, and perceived
value [8,10,14–17] have been conducted, and a qualitative approach to these variables has also been
taken. In addition, qualitative research into cruise lines has been conducted on limited topics such as
brands, crisis management, and corporate sustainability [18–21].

The sustainability of the cruise industry has attracted strong scepticism, with discussions centred
on its corporate social responsibility, environmental issues, economic contributions, and adverse effects
on the port of call [22–25]. As customers are increasingly interested in the ethical and environmental
aspects of products and services [26], many scholars believe that the future challenges of the cruise
industry are related to sustainable development [23,27]. The Cruise Line International Association
(CLIA) [28] is committed to contributing to the port of call in the form of ‘partnerships with the local
governments, staggered arrivals and departures, excursion diversification, shoreside power, and local
passenger spending’. It is encouraging cruise lines to invest more than USD 22 billion in energy-efficient
ships and technologies in order to achieve the goal of reducing carbon emissions by 40% by the year
2030, as compared to 2008 emission levels. In particular, the cruise industry [25], which is already in a
crisis due to the COVID-19 pandemic, must ‘improve its service process to improve its reputation’ [29];
accordingly, it should seek to enhance its image through improved service quality, develop innovative
management systems and strategies, and promote sustainability.

This study aims to examine cruise service quality. First, target ships operating in Asia with similar
ship characteristics were selected for an in-depth understanding of cruise service quality. The ‘cruise
SERVQUAL’ derived from Parasuraman et al.’s [30] SERVQUAL model (Tables 1 and 2) is used to
compare the service quality of Asian-operated ships. This study does not intend to scientifically verify
cruise SERVQUAL, but it is an attempt to understand cruise service quality from these dimensions. As
a result, this study draws a model of cruise SERVQUAL based on the literature and applies it to actual
ship cases to compare service quality. This is done to understand the service environment through
cruise attributes that affect passenger choice and to provide practical implications for sustainable cruise
service quality.

2. Literature Review

2.1. Cruise Service Quality

Service quality is recognized as a key determinant of business success and a major method of
gaining competitive edge. With the rapid increase in the capacity of the cruise industry, cruise lines
should reconsider differentiation [24], and as service quality is an important variable in creating
customer loyalty, it is important to derive a service improvement strategy by measuring service quality.

According to Parasuraman et al., service quality is defined as a ‘the consumer’s judgment about an
entity’s overall excellence or superiority’ of the service; the authors use the concept of ‘perceived service
quality’, which differs from objective quality [30]. Perceived quality, unlike objective or practical quality,
is more abstract than specific product properties and similar to attitude; it is an overall evaluation
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by the customer. Parasuraman et al. [30] proposed SERVQUAL (see Table 1) as a perceived service
quality measurement tool. Their SERVQUAL model adopts a disconfirmation paradigm in which
the quality of service consists of five dimensions: reliability, responsiveness, empathy, assurance, and
tangibles. Many researchers have tried to transform service quality to suit the hospitality and tourism
environment [31], testing the SERVQUAL framework in restaurants [32], lodging [33], destinations [34],
and outbound guide package tours [35]. Industry-adjusted measures include HISTOQUAL for historic
houses [36], ECOSERV for eco-tourism service quality [37], and Cruse’s SERV-PERVAL [15] to measure
holiday experience satisfaction (HOLSAT) [38].

Table 1. SERVQUAL Model.

Dimension Contents

Tangibles Physical facilities, equipment, and appearance of personnel
Reliability Ability to perform the promised service dependably and accurately

Responsiveness Willingness to help customers and provide prompt service
Assurance Knowledge and courtesy of employees and their ability to inspire trust and confidence
Empathy Caring, individualized attention the firm provides its customers

Adapted from [30].

In an empirical study of Caribbean cruise passengers by Petrick, four measurement items (excellent
quality, reliability, dependencies, and consistency) of SERV-PERVAL, a concept that emphasizes the
reliability items in the SERVQUAL model, were used. The most suitable model for predicting behaviour
was the quality model, rather than the satisfaction model or perceived value model [15].

Kwortnik [21] expanded ‘Bitner’s service scope framework’ [39] by analysing customer data
on an online cruise discussion board (CruiseCritic.com) to investigate the impact of cruise line
service environments, specifically considering passengers’ emotions, meaning-making, and onboard
behaviours. The physical environment of a ship, called the shipscape, was divided into (a) ambient
environmental factors (scents, sounds, cleanliness, lighting, music, temperature, etc.); (b) design
elements (decoration, colour, furnishings, layout, size, entertainment architecture, etc.); and (c) social
factors (crowding, queues, cruise cues, crew co-working production, and friendship). Cruise
customers who primarily pursue emotional enjoyment are consciously and unconsciously observing
the environmental factors of cruise ships [21], and these physical environments will be important
determinants of customer psychology and behaviour [40].

Lobo used the SERVQUAL scale of [30] for luxury cruise line passengers to measure the difference
between expectation and performance of service quality and to explore the relationship between overall
satisfaction and behaviour [41]. Li and Petrick empirically verified the impact relationships among
quality, value, satisfaction, investment size, and alternatives on online panels of cruise experiences
that affect customer loyalty [14]. Petrick analysed differences in cruise experiences, price sensitivity,
monetary price, behavioural price, perceived quality, perceived value, overall satisfaction, word
of mouth, and repurchase intention by segmenting Caribbean cruise passengers according to their
perceptions of the cruise line’s reputation [42]. Yi et al. [43] explored Asian cruise travellers’ perceived
value, in terms of satisfaction and behavioural intention, of the travel experience. The perceived value
was measured on a SERV-PERVAL scale, and the results of the study showed that the perceived value
of the cruise experience affects travel satisfaction and behavioural intention [43]. Chua et al. [8] used
the three dimensions of service quality form developed by Brady and Cronin [44], where cruise service
quality is divided into three dimensions: physical environment (physical surroundings of cruise ships),
interaction (employee service), and outcome quality (benefits given to customers at a service encounter).
They analysed the relationship between novelty, perceived value and satisfaction, and loyalty [8].

The quality of an interaction represents the customer’s perception of crew service in service
delivery [45], and the interaction between the customer and the crew is reflected in ‘Service Performance’,
in which the customer evaluates the service experience [46]. Interactional quality can be measured with
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assurance (knowledge, employee courtesy, and ability to build customer trust), responsiveness (service
delivery and willingness to help customers), reliability (employee’s ability to accurately perform
promised services), and empathy [30,44,45,47]. Outcome quality is the technical quality that determines
the perceived service quality by what cruise customers received during service delivery [44]. Even
though SERV-PERVAL [15] applies SERVQUAL to the cruise industry and emphasizes perceived value,
this study focuses on SERVQUAL [30] because it is more commonly used.

2.2. Cruise Service Attributes

Since service quality is an overall evaluation of service attributes provided by suppliers [48],
consideration of cruise service attributes is necessary when dealing with cruise service quality. Figure 1
shows cruise service divided into service before boarding, during boarding, and after disembarking,
and categorized into the supplier processes, encounter processes, and customer processes. Most of the
services before boarding and after disembarkation are excluded because they are outside the scope of
this study as they often involve travel agencies that make cruise product reservations. Onboard cruise
processes are shore excursions, dining, entertainment, cabin comfort, safety on board, sports facilities,
shopping facilities, and embarking and disembarking procedures. Customer processes are efficiency
of food and beverage service crew, safety announcements, efficiency of (dis)embarkation crew, and
efficiency of cabin crew. Onboard cruise support is sending cruise information, providing information,
the presence of crew members, shore excursion booking, and the provision of quality entertainment
and meals [49].

Figure 1. Example of passenger, cruise company, and encounter processes mapping [49].

Petrick et al. investigated the attributes that influence the evaluation of passenger cruise
experience, including service, crew, food and beverage, entertainment/activity, ship facilities, port
of call, children/youth issues, cabin, price, policy, and safety [50]. In addition, the Cruise Line
International Association (CLIA) conducted a consumer cruise lifestyle trend survey, which revealed that
accommodation, cuisine, entertainment, spa/wellness, and coastal travel are important to consumers
when choosing a cruise vacation [51].

According to Anderson’s Information Integration Theory, the perceived product performance of
various attributes jointly determines tourists’ overall attitude [50]. Xie et al. [52] presented onboard
attributes that influence the decision-making of current and potential cruise customers. Potential
customers value recreation and sports attributes (sports platform, wall climbing, miniature golf, and
ball facilities), supplementary attributes (library, internet café, business centre, and laundry), fitness
and health attributes (spa, fitness centre, beauty salon, and swimming pools/hot tubs/whirlpools)
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significantly more than existing customers. Although there were no significant differences between
current and potential customers in the value placed on entertainment, core attributes (e.g., cabin,
restaurants, food, room service), children’s attributes, and crew attributes, potential cruisers valued
social gathering and current cruisers valued crew service significantly [52].

Whyte [13] explored the cruise attributes of onboard environment, onboard social interaction,
and onboard recreation and analysed their relative importance. The onboard environment
includes cleanliness, good appearance of ships and facilities, comfortable environment, safe
environment, high-quality food and restaurants, relaxed and stress-reducing atmosphere, high-quality
accommodation, private space, variety of food and restaurants, and uncrowded onboard environment.
Social interactions include opportunities to meet new people, socializing with other passengers,
passenger groups with diverse demographic characteristics, and passenger-friendly attributes. Onboard
recreation includes excellent swimming pools and hot tubs, health and wellness facilities and amenities,
exciting atmosphere, and entertainment facilities and atmosphere [13].

3. Method

3.1. Research Flowchart

This study proceeded as detailed in Figure 2. First, cruise lines and ships were selected for the
study. The cruise SERVQUAL was derived by examining representative SERVQUAL models and
the existing literature dealing with cruise service quality. The three selected cruise ships were then
analysed by comparing them along the five dimensions of the cruise SERVQUAL.

Figure 2. Research flowchart.

3.2. Objectives and Method

This study explored the differences between three cruise ships operating in the Asian market in
terms of their service quality, which is a core competitive advantage in the cruise industry.

The qualitative case study method is a research approach that explores complex phenomena in
context using a variety of data sources. This allows the problem to be explored not only through a
single lens, but to reveal and explore several aspects of the phenomenon [53]. Despite the scepticism
of some scholars toward case studies, the method is widely used because it can provide insights not
available with other approaches. As Eisenhardt [54] noted, case studies are ‘particularly well suited to
new research areas or research areas for which existing theory seems inadequate’. Rowley [55] stated
that ‘[c]ase studies are one approach that supports deeper and more detailed investigation of the type
that is normally necessary to answer how and why questions’. James et al. [56] compared two Arctic
cruise destinations with contrasting growth profiles and studied them by employing a multi-case study
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method with a focus on stakeholders’ awareness and management of cruise tourism sustainability,
while [22] analysed corporate sustainability strategies around the cruise and shipping industries in the
context of the United Nations’ 17 sustainable development goals. Leposa [57] investigated cases of
cruise tourism, ecological tourism, and region-based tourism research in marine protected areas and
presented important examples of social sustainability. Case studies have been widely used in recent
years in certain areas of cruise tourism. Moreover, the lack of qualitative research on cruise service
quality necessitates in-depth investigation, and case studies were judged to be an appropriate research
method for this purpose.

This study was conducted in accordance with the following research process proposed by [58].
The first step was the ‘formulation of the research question and the selection of the theories to be tested’.
We defined the research question as follows: Can service quality differences between ships operating
in the Asian market suggest broader implications for the sustainability of the cruise industry? We
then selected the service quality model SERVQUAL as the theory to be tested. The next step was the
‘[i]dentification of the case study where the competing theories can be tested, and selection of the data
collection and analysis methods’. To compare the three vessels, the ‘multi-case study’ method was
chosen to complement the ‘thematic synthesis’ (i.e., searching, selecting, extracting, and thematically
synthesizing) proposed by [59]. The next step was the ‘[a]nalysis of the case and formulation of the
patterns of testable hypotheses/predictions of the future case development based on the foundations
provided by the theory’. The cruise service quality model was derived from SERVQUAL as an analysis
frame. This was followed by the ‘[f]ormulation of criteria for outcome evaluation’. The final step was
‘a follow-up research that will be conducted in a set period of time to evaluate the case outcomes versus
the propositions/hypotheses formulated in Step 1’. Itemized improvements were derived from the
service quality of the three ships.

In case studies, the researcher performing the data collection must be able to ask good questions
as well as listen to the answers and interpret them accurately. Therefore, data collection and the
execution of case studies are crucially dependent on the researcher’s capabilities. In other words, it is
essential to accurately grasp the case study questions and suggestions and to be able to approach the
study in a flexible manner without being biased [55]. Therefore, in this study, one marketing professor
with abundant research experience in the marketing field, one working expert with over 15 years of
experience in the cruise industry, and one hotel tourism professor who is experienced in collecting
and interpreting qualitative research data in the hospitality industry participated in the analysis.
The analysis process was reviewed by professors at Youngsan University, who all had expertise in
qualitative research, methodology design and content.

The use of multiple case studies allows researchers to explore differences within and between
cases. The goal is to replicate the findings of the study across multiple cases. Since comparisons are
drawn, it is essential to carefully select cases so that researchers can predict whether cases will have
similar outcomes or contrasting outcomes based on theory [60].

This study focused on the Carnival Corporation (Costa Cruises, Princess Cruises), which holds
the highest market share in the global cruise market, and Star Cruises (Genting Hong Kong), which has
established itself as a leader in the Asian market. According to ‘Asia-Pacific Market Briefing’ (Cruise
Industry News) [61], as of 2015, Star Cruises ranked first as a sole brand at 29.9%, while the total market
share of all Carnival Corporation brands (Costa, P&O, Princess, and Carnival) was 40.6%, ranking
it first as a company. The data predicted that Star Cruises would add two ships in 2021, taking its
market share to 42.3%, which will not only be the highest among single brands but is also higher
than the market share of all Carnival Corporation brands combined (30.5%). These companies are
representative cases of successful cruise companies and are judged to be valuable as research targets
since they represent the overall trend of the cruise industry. Especially during the COVID-19 pandemic,
when differentiation is essential in light of the overall suppression of tourism, comparisons between
the global market leader, Carnival, and its fierce rival Star Cruises in the Asian market could have
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implications for the overall management and service operation of the cruise industry, particularly
in Asia.

In the process of selecting case study objects, access to data is essential, meaning that it is easy
to obtain interviews, observations, records, or various data [60]. It was easier to collect data from
the home pages of these companies than those of other companies; available information included
various reports, internal company data, books, and academic papers. In addition, the results could
be supplemented through in-depth interviews with a group of experts with extensive experience in
cruise tourism.

Comparative research helps to clarify the definition of a research problem and address contextual
factors with conceptual equivalents. Differences and similarities between cases can only be established
if equivalence has been secured at various levels. Equivalence at the level of constructs, measurements,
samples, and administration is emphasized [62]. For comparison, Costa Victoria, Diamond Princess,
and the Superstar Virgo were selected as the three ships of study, which were representative of ships
operating in the Asian market and were conceptually equivalent in terms of their overall ‘ship facts’,
as outlined in the next section.

4. Result

4.1. Cruise SERVQUAL

The theoretical analysis framework for the research subject was based on 22 items in the five
dimensions of the SERVQUAL model. However, since the SERVQUAL model does not reflect the
special environment of cruise ships, Cruise SERVQUAL was set, as shown in Table 2. It considers
cruise properties and service processes as defined in the existing literature.

Table 2. Cruise SERVQUAL.

Dimensions Cruise SERVQUAL Reference

Tangibles

1O Ship Facts: Cruise ship’s facilities have up-to-date equipment.

[10,14,15,21,30,41,52]

2O Ship’s interior style, cabin, cleanness: Cruise ship’s facilities are
visually appealing.
3O Crew members’ appearance: Crew members are well-dressed

and appear neat.
4O Service materials, other cruise guests: The appearance of the

physical facilities of cruise ship is in keeping with the type of
services provided.

Reliability

1O Itinerary and departure/arrival time compliance: When the cruise
ship promises to do something by a certain time, it does so.

[13,15,30,41–43,49,52]

2OWhen customers have problems, the cruise ship is sympathetic
and reassuring.
3O Cruise ship is dependable.
4O Cruise onboard programs are on time: Cruise ship provides its

services at the time it promises to do so.
5O Cruise ship keeps its records accurately.

Responsiveness

1O They do not tell customers exactly when services will be
performed.

[13,14,21,30,41,43,49,52]
2O You do not receive prompt service from crew members.
3O Crew members are not always willing to help customers.
4O Crew members are too busy to respond to customer requests

promptly.

Assurance

1O Customers can trust crew members.

[8,13,30,41,43,49,52]

2O Announcements for safety and lifeboat drills: Customers feel safe
in their transactions with crew members.
3O Crew members are polite.
4O Crew members get adequate support from cruise lines to do their

jobs well.
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Table 2. Cont.

Dimensions Cruise SERVQUAL Reference

Empathy

1O These cruise lines do not give customers individual attention.

[13,30,41–43,49,52]

2O Crew members of cruise lines do not give customers personal
attention.
3O Crew members of cruise lines do not know what customer’s

needs are.
4O These cruise lines do not have customer’s best interests at heart.
5O These cruise lines do not have operating hours convenient to all

their customers.

Variant SERVQUAL of [30] for cruise service environments.

4.2. Cruise SERVQUAL Investigation

4.2.1. Tangibles

Tangibles are the physical proof of service. For cruise ships, these are ‘ship facts’, for example,
interior, cabin and sanitation, crew attire and appearance, and other customers on board. In the case
of the Costa Victoria, service began after the ship was built in 1996, the balcony cabin was expanded
in 2004, and public facilities and cabins were modernized in the Italian style in 2013. Up to 1928
passengers are serviced by 790 crew members throughout 12 floors. This ship operates five restaurants,
three swimming pools, Jacuzzi, bars and lounges, a casino, a disco club, a jogging track and sports
court, a spa and beauty salon, a fitness facility, and a solarium. In addition, there are libraries, laundry
facilities, shopping centres, photo shops, chapels, and conference rooms where business meetings can
be held. Princess Cruise’s Diamond Princess was launched in 2004. The company invested USD 30
million (about KRW 34.9 billion) in 2014 to repair the ship, followed by another renovation in 2017. It
has a maximum capacity of 2706 passengers and a total of 1100 crew members aboard. It contains nine
restaurants, four swimming pools, five bars and lounges, an art gallery, library, casino, grand theatre,
fitness centre, spa, beauty salon, teen lounge, golf putting course, youth centre, and Japanese-style
sauna (bath). Star Cruise’s Superstar Virgo has been in service since 1999 and was constructed in 1996.
Renovations were made to install mega water slides in 2009, and the ship was modernized with art
ship designs in 2012. It has nine restaurants, five bars, two swimming pools, a Jacuzzi, a mega water
slide, a golf practice range, a mini-golf putting course, a basketball court, a whirlpool, a sauna, a casino,
and a duty-free shop [63–65].

Compared to other voyage regions, the ships operating in Asia, such as the Costa Victoria and
Superstar Virgo, are older. In particular, the oldest of Costa’s cruise ships are operating on Asian
schedules. Fortunately, what is encouraging is that the renovation of various auxiliary facilities was
conducted recently (2012–2014). In particular, mega (jumbo) ships with colourful entertainment
facilities in other areas, such as the Mediterranean Sea and Caribbean, have been slow to deploy, but
the recent introduction of Royal Caribbean Cruise’s new Quantum of the Seas and Dream Cruise’s
Genting/World Dream on Asian routes have given Asian cruise passengers a wider choice of cruise
ships. In addition, Costa has announced orders for a mega cruise ship with a maximum capacity of
6600 passengers, capable of accommodating about 300 more passengers than Royal Caribbean Cruises’
Oasis class, and Princess also announced a 140,000-tonne Majestic Princess Asia. Gradually, competition
among the newest large ships in the Asian market is expected to sharpen.

For the interior of the cruise ship, Costa Victoria stands for authentic Italian style, while the
Concord Plaza, indoor pool, and Pompeii Spa embody a concept that combines European elegance
with American sophistication. It is decorated with bright wood-toned furniture and soft pastel-toned
decorations, and the cabin size is rather narrow, 14–45 m2 (145–475 sq. ft.). In particular, Costa Victoria
is a vessel that pursues artistic beauty with glass mosaics designed by masters of architecture and
aesthetics. The Diamond Princess is a premium ship built in Japan and decorated with millions of
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dollars in art collections. It has a wide space with a modern and luxurious interior, so it is cosy and
elegant. It boasts various auxiliary facilities and spacious cabins. Cabins with balconies account for
55% of all total cabins, which is larger than other ships, and the cabin size is 15.6~123.5 m2 (168–1329
sq. ft.). The Superstar Virgo is a flagship of Star Cruise that provides an oriental cruise experience. It is
decorated with colourful oriental-style decorations, and the cabin size is 12–60 m2 (129.81–650.25 sq.
ft.). Calculating the passenger space ratio (PSR) based on the ratio of the total tonnage of the cruise
ship and the number of passengers, the scores for the Costa Victoria, Diamond Princess, and Superstar
Virgo are 31.4–39, 35.7–42.8, and 26.9–38, respectively. The Diamond Princess has the largest occupancy
space per passenger, making it a comfortable cruise [63–66].

The U.S. Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) introduced the Vessel Sanitation
Program (VSP) for the purpose of controlling the introduction, propagation, and spread of diseases on
board ships and considers ships that have scored more than 86 out of 100 points to be hygienic and safe
from disease. The VSP was established in close cooperation with the cruise industry in order to provide
a ‘safe, healthful environment for all passengers at sea’ [66]. Cruise ship crews are trained in sanitation
and health practices, and ships undergo unannounced inspections twice a year, which determine their
scores. The CDC score was 96 points for the Costa Victoria and 98 points for the Diamond Princess, while
the Superstar Virgo was not investigated [67]. However, in the case of the Costa Victoria, which was rated
as a hygienic and safe vessel, passengers reported serious hygiene problems such as bedbugs, fleas,
and cockroaches crawling in the cabin during the 2016 trip chartered by Korean travel agencies. In the
large and complex structure of cruise ships, complete extermination of pests such as bedbugs and fleas
is virtually impossible, so specific and detailed guidelines and efforts are required to prevent any cases
of pests from appearing on the ship. The Diamond Princess cruise ship has been docked at the port of
Yokohama, Japan since 3 February 2020. A total of 691 cases of coronavirus 2019 (COVID-19) infection
have been identified as of 23 February. Those who tested negative for the virus or had no symptoms
were advised to immediately leave the vessel because the infection was assumed not to have spread to
them. On 5 February, however, the government mandated a 14-day health monitoring period, citing
the severity of the infection. Passengers identified as free of infection finally began disembarking on 19
February [68]. In Australia, the cruise ship Ruby Princess has become the largest COVID-19 epicentre.
When Ruby Princess arrived at Sydney Harbour in New South Wales on 19 March, 2020, approximately
2700 passengers disembarked. By 24 March, approximately 130 of the passengers tested positive for
COVID-19, increasing to 162 on 27 March [69].

Recently, the CDC announced an extension of a No Sail Order for all cruise ships. Through
‘Interim Guidance for Ships for Managing Suspected or Confirmed Cases of Coronavirus Disaster
2019’, detailed quarantine response guidelines were announced, including pre-boarding procedures
and an onboard cruise crew and ship operator to manage infection cases [70]. Despite these measures,
it remains undeniable that the COVID-19 pandemic has brought the global cruise industry to a halt.
However, since most people are still confident about the future of the cruise industry, they remain
optimistic that the impact of the epidemic on the cruise market will be minimal [29].

Most crew members on the Costa Victoria are from Southeast Asia, while most members at the
manager level are Europeans. Since the style concept and main passenger group are European and
Asian, there are multinational crews that speak English and German, and Asian routes include a large
number of Asian crew members, especially Chinese-, Japanese-, and Korean-speaking crew members.
The Diamond Princess operates in the Asia–Pacific region, with a high proportion of Australian and
New Zealand nationals and Asians, especially Japanese nationals, and a significant number of North
American nationals. Most crew members are Asian, American, or European. Star Cruise passengers
are mostly Asians from China, India, Malaysia, and Singapore, and Asian nationals, including crew
members from China, the Philippines, India, and South Korea, account for a large portion of most
departments, except for navigation.

Costa, Princess, and Star Cruises all give standard qualifications for attire and appearance when
hiring cruise crew members, and, in principle, members are required to wear different uniforms
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for different job positions, along with name tags with ‘the name and nationality of the crew, the
department in charge’. In addition, crew members have detailed regulations on hair styles and dyeing,
nails, makeup, tattoos, piercings, accessories, shoes, and uniforms, and supervision is conducted
accordingly [71–73]. The nationality and language fluency information of the crew is an especially
important factor on cruise ships with multinational passengers.

On cruise ships, a Seapass is used as a passenger’s ID card, cabin key, and means of payment (as
a credit card) for purchases. The shipboard card contains the passenger name, sailing information
(ship name as well as boarding and sailing dates), and the cabin number. The personal information
of the passenger is entered in advance when booking or boarding is registered. In addition, on the
Costa Victoria, information on the operation of the ship’s programs and facilities is posted through the
shipboard newspaper, called Costa Today, which is translated into Chinese, Korean, Japanese, English,
Italian, French, German, and Spanish, and it offers recent charter events in Korea and China. The
Diamond Princess’s newspaper is Princess Patter, which is printed in English and Japanese. The Superstar
Virgo offers translations of its Star Navigator in English, Chinese, Korean, and Japanese. As such,
service forms such as shipboard cards, shipboard newspapers, and notices are provided in appropriate
languages, designs, and formats that consider all ship passengers [63–65] (Table 3).

Table 3. Tangibles.

Quality Item Costa Victoria Diamond Princess Superstar Virgo Finding

Ship Facts
Year built
Renovation
Shipbuilder
Passengers (Max)
Crew
Gross Tonnage
Length
Beam
No. of cabins
No. of deck
PSR
Facilities
Restaurants
Sports Spa
Bar/Lounge/Theatre
Others

1996
2013
Bremer Vulkan
2394
790
75,166
828 feet (252 m)
105 feet (32.2 m)
964
14 decks (12 for guest
use)
31.4–39
5 restaurants
3 pools, Gym, Spa,
Solarium
10 bars, Casino, theatre
Reception, Shore
excursion office,
Medical centre,
Internet café, Shop, etc.

2004
2014
Mitsubishi
2706
1100
115,875
952 feet (290.2 m)
123 feet (37.5 m)
1337
18 decks (13 for guest
use)
35.7–42.8
9 restaurants
4 pools, Gym, Spa,
Solarium
5 bars, Casino, Theatre
Reception, Shore
excursion office,
Medical centre,
Internet café, Shop,
Library

1996
2012
Meyer Werft
2800
1300
75,338
881 feet (268.6 m)
106 feet (32.3 m)
935
13 decks (10 for guest
use)
26.9–38
9 restaurants
2 pools, Gym, Spa,
Solarium
5 bars, Casino, Theatre
Reception, Shore
excursion office,
Medical centre,
Karaoke, Shop, etc.

·The cruise ships
sailing in Asia area are
old.
·Costa Victoria is the
oldest ship among all
Costa ships.
·Lack of Jumbo cruise
ships with diverse
entertainment facilities
was revealed.
·Ship renovations were
made recently, so
facilities’ functions are
diversified
(2012–2013).

·Interior style
·Cabin
·Cleanness (CDC)

Elegant Italian Style
14–45 m2

96

Modern Premium Style
15.6–123.5 m2

98

Splendid Asian Style
12–60 m2

Not Yet Inspected

·Cruise line’s concepts
and interiors style are
matched with target
customers.
·Regular controls are
needed with Vessel
Sanitation Program
(CDC score).

Crew members’
appearance (attire) Uniform and nametag Uniform and nametag Uniform and nametag

Crew members are
monitored for the
regulation of attire and
appearance.

·Service materials
·Other customers

Seapass Card, Daily
program, etc.
European, Asian
(Chinese)

Seapass Card, Daily
program, etc.
Oceanian, Asian
(Japanese), North
American

Seapass Card, Daily
program, etc.
Asian (Chinese,
Singaporean, Indian)

Service materials are in
keeping with the types,
concepts, atmosphere
of services provided.
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4.2.2. Reliability

Reliability relates to consistency and dependability of performance. This means that the entity
executes consistent services correctly, which relates to the trustworthiness and honesty of the crew
during customer contacts, and to whether the company respects its commitments and is capable of
thorough performance. For the cruise industry, reliability is related to the correct arrival being made
according to the schedule announced in advance, the crew’s level of willingness to solve problems,
passenger belief in the ship operator, compliance with the facility and program operation hours, and
maintaining the passenger record accurately (Table 4). The passenger–crew ratios (PCRs) for the Costa
Victoria, Diamond Princess, and Superstar Virgo are 2.8:1, 2.5:1, and 2.2:1, respectively, indicating that the
service quality of the Superstar Virgo, which has one crew member per 2.2 passengers, is expected to be
higher. A higher crew ratio results in better service [63–66].

The cruise schedule is announced through Cruise Log, delivered to each cabin on the day of
boarding, and if it is impossible to enter the port due to external variables, such as bad weather or
terrorism, the schedule may be changed under the authority of the captain. Costa Victoria states in
the terms and conditions that it has the right to change the cruise program or the sailing schedule
at any time for a valid reason, and it is not responsible for the cost to passengers. Since cruise lines
are not responsible for weather or sea conditions, they do not have an obligation to compensate for
changes in schedules, omissions of a port, or replacement of the port during the voyage. Princess
Cruise guarantees a full refund if the cruise is cancelled, altered, or delayed for any reason, and if it is
cancelled before the departure date, it provides accommodation and meals at no additional cost. If the
departure port is changed, transportation from the existing port to the new port is provided, and if the
sailing schedule is terminated early, passengers will receive these days as future cruise credit. Star
Cruises says they have the right to change destinations, schedules, prices, and programs without prior
notice for any reason [63–65].

However, after the 2015 Superstar Libra schedule was cancelled due to strong winds and replaced
with Da Nang, the entire cost of the port tour was refunded and the onboard credits (used like cash on
board) were provided at RMB 240 each. Even when the one-night cruise schedule in Hong Kong was
changed to a two-night and three-day schedule before departure in 2013, a full refund or two-night
schedule without any additional cost was announced. When Costa Victoria’s 2014 sunken barge blocked
the port and prevented it from entering Harong Bay port, passengers were given USD 50 per cabin in
onboard credit, but a considerable number of passengers protested, demanding higher refunds [74].

The problems passengers may experience on cruise ships include 12 areas: baggage, cabin
life, dining, shore excursions, services, scheduling, health, communication, spa, billing, crime, and
safety. Examples include conversion of bed type in cabin, exchange of amenities in cabin, change
of TV or toilet, heating, and billing errors. The problem of dining time (first or second seating) at
a restaurant, table size, and table mate is solved by asking the restaurant’s maître d’ for help. In
addition, free motion sickness pills are provided at the front office for passengers who experience
seasickness. Norovirus can be contracted through infected food and water, contact with the surface of
an object or through human contact or excrement, resulting in abdominal pain, vomiting, diarrhoea,
dizziness, and/or headaches [75]. The Diamond Princess, which suffered from a norovirus outbreak
in 2014, infected 158 more people in 2016. When about 60 people were infected with norovirus in
2014, they tried to minimize the number of infected passengers by adding sanitary procedures, such as
quarantine measures for about 50 cabins and suspending self-service, but the rest of the passengers
had to give up visiting ports. Although boarding was delayed for about four hours for in-vessel
sterilization before starting the next voyage, Princess immediately announced through a spokesman
that the ship was fully sanitized, but said no compensation or refund was possible except for infected
passengers, forcing passengers on the next voyage to board because they could not get a refund for
the hundreds of dollars already paid. In addition, the Diamond Princess cruise ship was quarantined
in Yokohama, Japan, in February 2020 amid a COVID-19 outbreak that sickened 712 (19%) of the
3711 passengers, killing 13. Cruise ships are a unique, confined environment that simulate the living
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conditions and social interactions of a city and are filled with people of different ethnicities, as well as
immunization and health statuses. The proximity of passengers and crew members in a semi-enclosed
shipscape, with interactions in the dining rooms, entertaining facilities, spas, and pools, creates a unique
environment for the person-to-person transmission of microbes [76]. Along with an improvement of
the ventilation system, stronger disinfectants, careful cleaning, personal hygiene by passengers, and
stricter quarantine protocols must be implemented. The occurrence of problems on ships impact cruise
line reputations, making it necessary to notify passengers quickly. If an outbreak or other problem
is mishandled, the cruise line’s reputation will be severely damaged by word of mouth. Certainly,
the recent spate of negative publicity involving several cruise ships during the COVID-19 pandemic
will undoubtedly affect the public’s perception of cruise safety [77]; therefore, cruise companies must
improve their service processes to ensure high quarantine standards and automate systems to enhance
their reputation [29].

The sinking of the Costa Concordia in January 2012 is a representative event that had a significant
impact on the reputation of the world’s largest cruise company, Carnival Corporation. Thirty-two
passengers were killed and 64 were injured. At that time Captain Sketino and his crew were arrested
after they were found to have given up the ship and evacuated with passengers still onboard. In
addition to losing its existing reputation as Europe’s most historic and popular cruise line, Costa
Cruises was hit hard by a EUR 1 million fine for its responsibility for the accident and the EUR 450
million cost for the ship itself. In addition to compensation, survivors of the Concordia disaster called
for safety improvements to be made. It was clear that the initial grounding of the Costa Concordia
could have been avoided and that subsequent failings in carrying out the evacuation process made
an unbelievably bad situation far worse [78]. On the other hand, Costa Victoria’s rescue of 12 crew
members from a fishing boat that caught fire while travelling from the South China Sea to a Sanya port
in Hong Kong in November 2014 showed the crew’s ability to rescue emergency workers and respect
for life, raising the credibility of the ship’s crew.

Cruise Minus [74], which deals with cruise-related incidents, reported that cruise-related
incidents/accidents include disasters such as sinking, being stranded, rollover, collisions, mechanical
accidents including ship fires, air and sea pollution accidents, and incidents like fog, typhoons, gusts,
and viruses. Jim Walker [79], a lawyer specializing in cruise-ship-related crimes and passenger safety,
said the problem with images and reputations does not stem from accidents such as ship fires or sinking,
but rather from the handling of various incidents on the ship: poor crew treatment problems, sexual
crimes or child abuse by crew members, missing passengers, the environment, and water pollution.
An attitude of respect for laws and procedures is required to prevent incidents that undermine the
cruise line’s reputation, and it is said that the safety and interests of passengers should be protected as
quickly as possible after accidents and incidents.

The hours and information of operation of facilities and programs on the vessel are announced
to passengers through shipboard newspapers and broadcasting systems and may be subject to
change by ship circumstances. A passenger’s personal information, reservation information, and
purchase information are managed through the cabin account as a record of passengers. This personal
information includes the passenger’s name and nationality, reservation information, the class and
membership of the passenger cabin, additional services and shore excursions, and details of onboard
purchases [75].
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Table 4. Reliability.

Quality Item Costa Victoria Diamond
Princess Superstar Virgo Finding

Itinerary and
Departure/Arrival time
compliance

They can change the
itinerary and onboard
program; they only
refund in case of
changes because of
cruise line’s one-sided
reasons providing
substitutive
services/compensation

Same Same

Not liable for changing
itineraries and onboard
programs; they usually
provide substitutive
services or
compensations for
customer satisfaction
case by case

When customers have
problems, the cruise
ship is sympathetic
and reassuring

Passenger–Crew ratio
(PCR) (2.8:1)

PCR (2.5:1)
Handling of
various incidents

PCR (2.2:1)

The attitudes for
solving customer
problems affect a cruise
line’s reputation

Cruise ship is
dependable

·Europe No.1 Cruise
·For more than 65 years
the historic Costa
Cruises brand has been
providing the best of
Italian hospitality.
·Costa Concordia
disaster; Rescue of
passengers from a
fishing boat on fire

·Premium cruise
with innovative
ships, an array of
onboard options,
and an
environment of
exceptional
customer service
·Norovirus,
COVID-19

·The Leading Cruise
Line in the Asia Pacific
·Star Cruises has built
its reputation on
offering first-rate Asian
hospitality throughout
its fleet of six vessels
·No accidents

The cruise line’s
reputation is not just
because of ship fires,
Concordia-like
disasters; continuous
records about
environmental
pollution,
mistreatment of crew
members, PR response
and follow-up
reactions

Cruise onboard
programs on time

Announcements for
daily schedules and
programs

Announcements
for daily
schedules and
programs

Announcements for
daily schedules and
programs

Facilities opening and
program operation on
time

Cruise ship keeps its
records accurately

Handling of Personal
data (ID information,
reservation
information-cabin
categories,
membership,
additional services,
shore excursions,
purchases (invoice))

Same Same

Cruise ships keep
personal records (Id,
reservations,
purchases) accurately

4.2.3. Responsiveness

Responsiveness is related to the willingness or readiness of the staff to provide service and the
timeliness of the service. In the case of a cruise, the crew’s immediate commitment to service, voluntary
customer support posture, and crew members who respond quickly to customers’ needs, no matter
how busy they are, are closely related to the time they promise to provide services including boarding,
disembarking procedures, and baggage handling (Table 5).

Cruise embarkation usually takes place six hours before departure, and the exact time is announced
before boarding. During the boarding process, passengers receive the Seapass. Once issued and
boarding procedures are completed, passengers can enter the ship through the gangway after passing
the X-ray and finally board.

As for the disembarkation procedure, on the day before disembarkation, if a tag classified by
colour and number is delivered to the cabin according to the disembarkation order, the passenger
attaches it to the baggage and leaves it outside the cabin door. After arriving at the disembarkation
port, they move to the port terminal. Passengers settle their purchases on board the ship and leave the
port in order according to the broadcast announcement to find their baggage stored at the port terminal.
These procedures provide (a) smooth progression in embarkation and disembarkation, (b) baggage
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delivery to the cabin after embarkation, and (c) baggage retrieval at the terminal after disembarkation
and are all related to the responsiveness of the service. On the day of disembarkation, the cabin must
be emptied early in the morning for the next voyage passenger, so if the disembarkation procedure is
delayed, passengers waiting for disembarkation will have no choice but to spend time at the bar or
lounge. Therefore, some cruise lines provide simple drinks and snacks. In the case of the comparison
vessels, there was no record of providing compensation services due to delays in disembarkation
procedures [80].

There are two main types of baggage loss: when the airline loses baggage in the process of
transport or when the baggage is left to the porter before check-in at the boarding port but does not
arrive in the cabin. When this happens, crew members inform the airline of the reservation information
(cruise ship name, schedule) of the ship to be boarded, and passengers inform the front office of the
same after boarding so that the baggage can be found at another port during the itinerary. Baggage
delivery may be delayed depending on the size of the ship and the number of people on board, so
passengers are asked to endure the delivery time of a few hours after departure. However, Superstar
Virgo promises to deliver baggage at least 60 min after departure. If the baggage does not arrive in
the cabin after a few hours, it will be tracked at the front office. Delays are mostly due to baggage
delivered incorrectly to another cabin or when the bag contains prohibited items such as metal, candles,
or smuggled liquor. Cruise lines endeavour to promptly find lost baggage and try to relieve passengers’
inconvenience by providing amenity kits consisting of essential items necessary for life on board [75,79].

Purchases on board can be paid with the Seapass issued at the time of boarding, and the receipt is
signed by hand after the purchase is stored and used as evidence for confirmation of settlement details
before disembarkation. Cancellation is made immediately if there is no problem with the product. All
ships operate a 24-h front office and room service, realizing timely service. Costa provides room service
for free for suite and premium cabin passengers and charges a fee for regular passengers; Princess
offers free room service, while Star’s room service is not free. The crew cleans the cabin twice a day
and immediately responds to customer complaints, such as by providing an exchange of amenities.
However, most complaints within the ship are funnelled through the front office, and when customer
inquiries are concentrated, processing is delayed. To improve responsiveness, Princess introduced
onboard web services called Princess@sea, interactive TV, and onboard kiosks, and it operates them for
free. These provide information on onboard programs, restaurant menu, facility operation information,
ship sailing schedule and port guide (shopping for shore excursions and tourism information, etc.), as
well as a messenger service that can be used to communicate with other passengers on board. It is
even possible to directly check the details of the passenger’s onboard account, reducing the number of
passengers waiting at the front office [63–65].

Table 5. Responsiveness.

Quality Item Costa Victoria Diamond
Princess Superstar Virgo Finding

·They do not tell
customers exactly
when services will
be performed (-)

·No time assurance
for baggage
delivery

·Same as Costa

·Check-in baggage
delivery to the
cabins no later than
60 min after sailing

·They do not tell
customers exactly
when check-in/out
and baggage
delivery services
will be performed
and finished



Sustainability 2020, 12, 8073 15 of 24

Table 5. Cont.

Quality Item Costa Victoria Diamond
Princess Superstar Virgo Finding

·You do not receive
prompt service
from crew
members (-)

·Receipts issued
promptly after
purchasing on
board

·Same ·Same
·Immediate
reaction after
customer requests

·Refund
immediately after
cancellation
purchasing

·Crew members are
not always willing
to help customers
(-)

·PCR (2.8:1) ·PCR (2.5:1) ·PCR (2.2:1)
·Spontaneous
customer support
·Improving PCR
ratio

·Crew members are
too busy to
respond to
customer requests
promptly (-)

·24-h Front office
service (room
service-nominal
fee/free)

·24-h Front office
service (room
service-nominal
fee)

·24-h Front office
service (room
service-nominal
fee)

·Stand ready for
customers 24 h

·Interactive TV,
Kiosk,
Princess@sea

·Smart web service

4.2.4. Assurance

Assurance relates to employee competence, courteous attitude, trustworthiness, and safety.
The assurance of cruise services is excellent safety records or safety-related notices and emergency
evacuation drills, the polite and courteous attitude of crew members, and sufficient knowledge and
communication to answer passenger questions, as shown in Table 6.

Costa, which suffered a major blow to the trust of the captain and crew in the 2012 Costa Concordia
sinking, showed the ship crew’s emergency rescue capabilities and respect for life in November
2014 when Costa Victoria rescued 12 crew members from a fishing boat that caught fire and quickly
transported them to a Chinese Coast Guard helicopter after rendering first aid. In the case of Diamond
Princess, emergency patients were quickly transported by helicopter in 2013 and 2015, and the crew’s
handling of emergencies added to the passengers’ confidence in the crew. There is no record of any
safety accidents related to the Superstar Virgo. This added assurance to crew members in the navigation
and security department [74].

The International Maritime Organization (IMO) is a United Nations organization responsible
for improving the safety on board all vessels, including cruise ships. It has developed rules and
regulations for all officers and crews and specifies the minimum standards of safety for a ship to
adhere to, such as the Safety of Life at Sea (SOLAS) and Standards of Training, Certification and
Watchkeeping (STCW). All crew members on all cruise lines are obliged to hold a Basic Safety Training
(BST) certificate, and they adhere to the principle that the safety of passengers and crew should be the
top priority. Accordingly, on the day of departure, all crew members and passengers must participate
in the Emergency Drill, as stipulated by the Safety of Life at Sea Convention (SOLAS). Emergency
drills are announced through shipboard newspapers and broadcasting systems, and crew members
help and guide passengers throughout the ship [81].

Princess has been running a C.R.U.I.S.E. (Courtesy, Respect, Unfailing in Service Excellence)
program since 1996. The program also applies to all crew members, including the port of call service.
A biweekly C.R.U.I.S.E. ‘joggers’ (education and briefing session) is also held, and all members attend
once-a-month meetings to discuss the results of the CSQs (Customer Service Questionnaires) at the end
of every cruise. All employees prepare and share a C.R.U.I.S.E. newspaper that contains information
on service improvements. Costa recommends filling out the Customer Satisfaction Questionnaire on its
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website within 14 days after cruise, and Star also collects passengers’ opinions through the Customer
Feedback Form to improve its service, allowing the crew to face the passengers in a polite and polite
manner [63–65].

Crew members of Costa and Princess are hired based on their related experience, such as more
than two years of hotel experience. After recruitment, they are placed on board the ship to promote
service expertise through intensive re-education. Costa’s fire team is regularly sent to the training
centre, which includes special training such as learning the skills to put out simulated fires and
training in action from qualified professional instructors. In addition, Star Cruises operates its own
crew training academy called GSTA (Genting-Star Tourism Academy) in Shanghai, which fosters the
knowledge, skills, and attitudes required for passenger service, and it selects crew members upon
completion of the prescribed course [71–73].

As Costa Victoria services passengers speaking various languages, employees speaking several
languages take turns working at the front office, and, in case of a problem, they contact employees
with the corresponding language to solve the problem. In general, all announcements on board are
made in four or more languages. Because the Diamond Princess operates in Australia, New Zealand,
and Northeast Asia, it mainly uses English and Japanese on board. Superstar Virgo’s main customers
are Chinese, Singaporeans, Indians, and other Asians, so Chinese and English are used as official
languages on board the ship. The crew members of over 25 nationalities all speak English, and some
are fluent in both Chinese and English. Therefore, in cruises where passengers of the most diverse
nationalities are on board, communication can have a profound effect on the quality of service, so
language skills are essential for crews, and intensive training is provided for each task on board.

Table 6. Assurance.

Quality Item Costa Victoria Diamond Princess Superstar Virgo Finding

·Customers can trust
crew members

·Costa Concordia
accident

·No navigation related
accidents ·No navigation related

accidents
·The records of
accidents and safe
rescue cases·Burning fishing boat

rescue
·Emergency patient
transportation

·Announcements for
safety and lifeboat
drills

·All crew members
have BST (Basic Safety
Training) ·Same ·Same

·Announcements for
safety through
onboard broadcasting

·Regular lifeboat drills ·Regular lifeboat drills

·Crew members are
polite

·Guest Satisfaction
Questionnaire ·C.R.U.I.S.E. program ·Guest Feedback Form

·Service improvement
through guests’
feedback

·Crew members get
adequate support from
cruise lines to do jobs
well

·Onboard training only ·Same as Costa ·GSTA (Genting-Star
Tourism Academy)

·Training—Cruise
service experts have
job requirements and
communication skills

4.2.5. Empathy

Empathy is trying to understand customer needs, and it emphasizes the effort to care for each
customer. The empathy of the cruise service is the individual interest in the passengers, whether
the business hours are adjusted for the convenience and consideration for the individual passengers,
whether the interests of the passengers are sincerely considered, and whether the crew understands
the needs of the passengers (Table 7).

It is true that Costa Victoria and Superstar Virgo operate short itineraries (1–7 nights) on Asian
routes, and about 2000 passengers are replaced in short cycles, making it difficult to pay individual
attention to each passenger. Even though the Diamond Princess schedule is relatively long (7 days
or longer), all three cruises are open only for a limited period of time, except for the front office,
so customers must visit within business hours. All of them operate a 24-h front office to improve
accessibility for customers, and 24-h room service is also provided. It is common for cruise lines to
offer memberships that recognize regular customers and provide benefits according to frequency of
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use, and they host membership parties on board to present badges or letters of appreciation and to
meet member passengers.

Despite the limited business hours of onboard public facilities, the cruise lines offer a variety
of dining options. Costa Victoria encourages passengers to dine where they want among two dining
restaurants, buffet restaurants, pizzeria, and a la carte. However, in the case of dinner restaurants, a
table is assigned to each passenger’s cabin and it must be utilized throughout the cruise. In the case of
Superstar Virgo, there are a variety of dining options available: a dinner restaurant, a buffet, or a paid
specialty restaurant, including midnight snacks. Diamond Princess operates an ‘anytime dining’ system
to provide another option for passengers to visit and dine within the operating hours, which allows
them to visit at any convenient time.

For the crew’s consideration of the individual passengers, when special dining is requested, it
is prepared and quickly expedited. For passengers who need special diets, such as vegetarian and
diabetic, Costa Cruises will prepare the food if they inform the crew before or after boarding. Every
Diamond Princess menu includes vegetarian meals, especially in the restaurants, where crew members
are responsible for fixed table areas, so they try to recognize and remember individual passenger tastes
and reflect them in the service.

The port tour guides determine the difficulty levels of activities, accessibility for wheelchair
passengers, and language of the guide in advance to assist in the selection, considering the individual
circumstances of the passenger. When a wheelchair passenger participates in a tour, the crew escorts
the passenger directly, depending on the circumstances.

Evidence that cruises take the personal interests of the passengers seriously can be found in the
benefits of membership. In the case of Costa Cruises, the membership system called Costa Club is
operated in six stages, including Ambra, Aqua Marina, Corallo, Perla, Perla Oro, and Perla Diamant;
benefits of membership include cabin upgrades, priority boarding and disembarkation, baggage
delivery, VIP lounge access, and premium amenities. Princess Cruise offers four levels of preferential
treatment: Gold, Ruby, Platinum, and Elite ratings; the benefits include free internet access, priority
check-in and boarding, free wine tasting; cabin upgrades; free minibars, and free laundry and shoe
polishing services. Star Cruise operates five levels of membership, including Star, Classic, Silver, Gold,
and Platinum, with priority boarding and disembarkation, priority reservation for various shows and
events, invitation to member events, up to 50% discount on cabin fare, and purchases on board. In
particular, the customer department (VIP department) for casinos is separately operated to carry out
various promotions, and there are game points that are awarded according to the amounts and number
of bets, so passengers can receive cabin support benefits. In addition, operating a game room that gives
qualifications according to game points provides a service that responds to customer needs, allowing
customers to fully enjoy the casino on a ship separated from their daily life [63–65].

Costa Victoria operates a tipping policy for adult passengers at USD 12.50 (EUR 10) per person per
day; the rate is 50% for children aged 4–14, and it is free for children aged 0–3. Diamond Princess’s daily
gratuity is USD 16.50 per guest for suites, USD 15.50 per guest for mini-suites, and USD 14.50 per guest
(including children) in all other staterooms; this charge is automatically added to each passenger’s
shipboard account on a daily basis. Superstar Virgo operates an unconventional policy that does not
require tips in consideration of the cultural peculiarity that Asian passengers, the main customers,
are unfamiliar with tipping policies. Costa Victoria, which is widely used as a charter ship in China
and Korea, is actively responding to various demands by considering characteristics of passengers.
Superstar Virgo has a dedicated group coordinator to flexibly provide various services according to the
group personality [63–65].

Because of the nature of the cruise service industry, where passengers and crew members of
various nationalities meet in a cruise ship, it is difficult to understand and accommodate all the
individual needs of passengers. However, more than anything else, it is necessary to understand these
differences from the perspective of the passengers and value their interests through friendly service
based on smooth communication and understanding of individual passenger characteristics.
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Table 7. Empathy.

Quality Item Costa Victoria Diamond Princess Superstar Virgo Finding

Cruise lines do not give
customers individual
attention (−)

24-h room service
(nominal charge/free) 24-h room service (free) 24-h room service

(nominal fee)

Stand ready for
customer’s needs 24 h a
day

Membership (6 levels) Membership (6 levels) Membership (5 levels)
Membership: customer
relationship
management

Crew members do not
give customers personal
attention (-)

5 dining options 13 dining options 4 dining options Several dining options,
though open hours of
onboard facilities are
limited

Anytime dining

Crew members do not
know what customers’
needs are (-)

Special dining request Same as Costa Shore excursion option Consider the customer’s
individual dining
request and shore
excursion selection

Shore excursion option

Cruise lines do not have
customer’s best interests
at heart (-)

Membership (6 levels)
benefits

Membership (4 levels)
benefits

Membership (5 levels)
benefits

Provide benefits through
cruise membership and
next cruise promotionCruise fare promotion Next cruise promotion Casino membership

promotion

Cruise lines do not have
operating hours
convenient for all their
customers (-)

Charter/group guests
caring

Charter/group guests
caring Group guests caring

Respond to special
requests, understanding
customer’s specifics

Tipping (Adult: USD
12.00, 4–14: 50%, 0–3:
Free)

Tipping (USD 14.50) No tipping policy Tipping policy

5. Discussion and Conclusions

5.1. Summary

This study selected the Costa Victoria, Diamond Princess, and Superstar Virgo as ships with similar
specifications that operate in Asia, and it derived a cruise SERVQUAL to evaluate each ship. Then,
a comparative analysis was performed. The environment for each cruise attribute that influences
the selection and use of ships from the perspective of consumers was understood and practical
implications provided.

The Diamond Princess had the highest SERVQUAL score among the three cruise ships. The
implications through detailed analysis are as follows. First, ships on Asian routes are only medium-sized
and are obsolete, but the introduction of mega (jumbo) ships is in line with the trend of increasing
ship size. Regular inspections for ship sanitation are required. Cruise lines must thoroughly supervise
the management of ships to reflect the cruise line concept, marketing points, and characteristics and
demands of the target customer base by monitoring quality service. In recent decades, the size of
cruise ships has increased considerably, in line with mass family tourism trends. As a result of this
‘giantism’, the Royal Caribbean’s oasis-class ships (which are among the world’s largest) can cost
up to USD 140 million; therefore, investments should be made based on the market situation and
demand. Abundant facilities, onboard activities, and fascinating scenery should be provided to attract
passengers [82]; however, it is also worth noting the increased customer scepticism of large ships
following the COVID-19 outbreak.

Second, in the cruise service process, reliability is key to accurately complying with the promised
sailing and operating schedule for onboard activities. However, because of the nature of cruise
tourism, which is affected by various external variables, including weather, an alternative is needed.
Therefore, cruise lines must minimize passenger dissatisfaction by providing alternative services or
compensation, even if the itineraries change in consideration of passenger safety. In addition, since
management attitudes toward passenger problems have a great impact on the reputation of ships
and cruise ships, with brand reputation and recognition affecting customer behaviour [83], the cruise
industry should proactively address health-related concerns such as the norovirus and Covid-19. A
unique quarantine protocol considering the cruise shipscape must be implemented, and sailing must
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be completed. Österman et al. [84] noted that ‘the service crew is a vital part of the customer experience
on board passenger ships and also has important safety duties in case of emergencies’. Therefore,
precautionary measures are as important for crew members as they are for passengers. As a result
of the COVID-19 pandemic, the cruise industry is expected to develop standard protocols for future
cruises and take more stringent medical measures, such as disinfection robots and individual dishes
that meet hospital health standards, as well as regular temperature checks, onboard medical centre
upgrades, improvement of air purification systems, and confirmation of essential health certificates for
elderly travellers. In addition, COVID-19 has resulted in the tourism industry as a whole adhering to
stricter health standards; automation and digital cleaning systems will also be a future trend [29].

Third, responsiveness can be summarized as ‘the crew’s timely response to customers in the
cruise service process’. That is, in order to improve customer responsiveness, it can be inferred that
improving the ratio of crew members to passengers (PCR) to relatively increase the responsiveness
to passengers will help improve service quality. To increase the responsiveness of the crew in each
business area, the PCR should be increased as much as possible. The introduction of a smart service
system would be useful. To increase customer responsiveness, onboard kiosks and in-cabin interactive
TVs should be expanded to enable passengers to make reservations or purchases smoothly from
their accounts. Staff responsiveness should be improved through the use of various communication
channels (e.g., interpersonal conversations, social media, text messages, apps, etc.). Improving the
passenger-to-crew ratio can also increase the frequency of interactions with customers, allowing
passengers to receive timely and careful service as well as providing a prompt response to service
recovery. Quality professional services should be maintained by ensuring that employees can provide
prompt and appropriate services through the appropriate interaction system on cruise lines. By
providing passengers with user-friendly and relevant technologies (e.g., wearable devices, interactive
screens, AI, etc.) to enhance service excellence, the cruise ship company can enhance the cruise
experience [7].

Fourth, in terms of assurance, it is important to earn the trust of passengers by consistently
managing voyage-related safety records and reassuring customers through broadcast announcements
or emergency evacuation drills. It is possible to maintain a polite and courteous attitude in crew
members through various activities, including collecting public opinions for service improvement
and training and deploying professional personnel fluent in the relevant language for each route, in
consideration of the various nationalities of the main customer base of each ship. Hence, it is necessary
to have a system for nurturing professionals suitable for the service level of cruise lines. In addition,
the crew manager must respect the ‘cruise life’ of the crew, as cruise ship employees are aware that
they have other employment options and can easily be replaced; satisfaction in their relationships
with friends and colleagues is paramount. Living and working on a cruise ship is a lifestyle, but those
who work and live in international waters do not survive alone, and social support is strengthened
by strengthening relationships with friends and family when ‘their needs relatedness’ are met [85].
Therefore, when considering the ‘cruise life’ of the crew in terms of internal marketing, the crew
manager should understand the environment of dependence on each other and take care of them.

Fifth, in terms of empathy, the crew needs a customer-oriented attitude of service to consider
passengers who alternate boarding in a short period of time by communicating smoothly. Additionally,
they should consider individual customers by improving and expanding various promotions and
membership systems. The customer evaluates, creates, and adds value in a given service, and
the employee becomes more successful through the customer’s participation. In other words,
communication between passengers and employees satisfies passengers’ emotional needs, and an
environment that fosters effective communication can enhance positive awareness of service quality
and purchase value [86].

From a practical point of view, this study suggests that, in designing the navigation service of a
new cruise ship, cruise lines should consider service quality in addition to destination and itineraries.
Therefore, executives of cruise ships are required to recognize the importance of constant inspection
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and improvement of cruise service quality in managing repeat customers as well as first-time customers
and pay careful attention to overall service operation.

Tourists travelling in the post-COVID-19 era will be reluctant to participate in large-scale tours,
and will, instead, prefer planned trips with an emphasis on extended experiences and holidays; the
concept of ‘slow tourism’ is slowly taking root among tourists. Slow tourism focuses on the local
population, long-term stays, and better experiences, with tourists prioritizing the quality of travel over
quantity. After COVID-19, potential tourists are likely to express a renewed interest in the hygiene and
cleanliness of travel destinations, medical facilities, and population density (including of locals and
visitors) when making travel-related decisions [87]. Therefore, some argue that the cruise industry
will experience a transition from Mass Cruise to Niche Cruise (NCTI) for the sustainability of the
industry. A demand for greater economic benefits and lighter infrastructure through reduced mobility
and changes in the cruise tourism paradigm; a transition to more environment-friendly small ships; the
enhancement of regional mobility through the development of local cruise ships; and the promotion of
the resilience of transportation structure and the tourism industry are some of the measures that can
help the cruise industry survive in the post-COVID-19 world [25].

International cooperation for public health preparedness is a worldwide challenge. In a closed
environment, cruise ships crossing the sea with passengers and crew of various nationalities are
inherently international; therefore, the international community as a whole should regard the COVID-19
epidemic as a universal human issue and resolve its difficulties through mutual cooperation. For this, it
is necessary to optimize quarantine conditions, considering the quality of life of those who are isolated,
and ensure transparency in information disclosure. Given that cruise ships are ‘small international
societies’, it is time for the cruise industry to call for international cooperation and global justice [68].

5.2. Limitations and Future Research

This study presents a strategic direction for cruise lines by comparing and analysing the cases of
three ships with similar specifications using the cruise SERVQUAL model and deriving implications.
However, there is a limitation in that the empirical applicability of each item of cruise service quality
could not be verified, so an empirical study that measures the subdivided service quality each cruise
provides to its passengers can be an opportunity for future research. In addition, we tried to present
implications based on cases of industry failure, but the research conditions were poor due to the loss of
the data sources for defunct cruise lines. We attempted in-depth interviews for scientific verification
of the findings; however, the COVID-19 pandemic made this difficult due to limitations relating to
personal contact. In addition, there are areas where the classification of service quality factors, in terms
of reliability and certainty, is ambiguous, and further discussion is required through future studies.
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