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TOURISM AND HOSPITALITY | RESEARCH ARTICLE

What drives the consumption of cruise ship 
tourism? Analyzing factors that motivate visitors 
to participate in cruise ship holidays through 
a content analysis of selected journal 
publications
Amare Wondirad1*, Keyan Wu2, Endalkachew Teshome3 and Timothy J. Lee4,5,6

Abstract:  Despite consistent growth, there is a gap in the literature pertaining to 
cruise tourists’ motivation and experience. Although cruise vacationers may stay on 
the same ship at the same time, their motivation, perception, and experience vary. 
This merits further research to develop a comprehensive understanding of cruise 
vacationers’ motivation, perception, and post-consumption experience. This study 
explores the major cruise tourism motivations, perceptions, and holiday experiences 
through a content analysis of selected research articles published in 22 tourism, 
environment, and marine-related journals. The research findings generate 14 major 
cruise tourism motivational factors, and a huge majority of cruise holiday partici-
pants express overall satisfaction with their cruise ship vacation. As a pioneering 
study in this area, the research findings contribute to the current body of knowledge 
pertaining to factors that drive cruise ship tourism holiday consumption and cruise 
passengers’ post-consumption experience. A thorough understanding of cruise 
tourism holidaymakers’ motivation and experience, in turn, offers substantial plan-
ning, packaging, and marketing implications to cruise line companies and cruise 
tourism destinations. Study implications and limitations are discussed, along with 
avenues for further research.

Subjects: Events; Hospitality; Tourism 

Keywords: content analysis; cruise tourism motivations; post-consumption experience; 
entertainment and relaxation; luxury; socialization; self-esteem and prestige; post COVID- 
19 cruising

1. Introduction
Cruise tourism is a niche market widely understood as a vacation trip by cruise ships, often 
characterized as floating resorts dedicated to leisure (Petrick & Durko, 2016; Research Centre for 
Coastal Tourism, 2012). It is a luxury form of tourism to the sea and its shores on vessels with an 
all-inclusive holiday package. These trips last between a minimum of 60 hours and a maximum of 
several months (Kizielewicz, 2013; Research Centre for Coastal Tourism, 2012). Cruise tourism has 
experienced exponential growth over the past 20 years (Brida et al., 2012b; Cruise Market Watch,  
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2020; Fan et al., 2015) and was the fastest-growing segment of global tourism until the recent 
disruptions due to the COVID-19 global pandemic (Chen et al., 2022; Choquet & Sam-Lefebvre,  
2020; De Cantis et al., 2016; Domènech et al., 2020). As highlighted by Cruise Market Watch (2020), 
cruise tourism has experienced consistent passenger growth of 6.63 percent from 1990 to 2020 
internationally. Several factors have been driving this rapid growth. Regional and global economic 
progress, the emergence of new cruise holiday destinations, the introduction of modern cruise 
ships with a wide array of product and service offers, technological advancement, and the key 
roles of intermediaries such as destination marketing organizations, travel agents, and tour 
operation companies in promoting and facilitating cruise ship tourism can be mentioned (Cruise 
Line International Association CLIA, 2017; Fan & Hsu, 2014; McCaughey et al., 2018; Sun et al.,  
2014). This rapid growth has also been projected to continue in the future due to repeat trips from 
experienced travelers and a growing interest from the younger generation (Hung et al., 2019; 
Papathanassis & Beckmann, 2011). Even though the cruise industry was at a standstill over the 
past three years due to the unprecedented outbreak of the COVID-19 global pandemic (Choquet & 
Sam-Lefebvre, 2020; Giese, 2020; Ito et al., 2020; Renaud, 2020), fleets have recently begun to sail 
around the globe once again (CLIA, 2023). As a result, 20.4 million passengers sailed in 2022, and 
worldwide cruise tourism arrivals are anticipated to exceed 31.5 million tourists, or 106% of the 
2019 total, in 2023 (CLIA, 2023).

The provision of affordable all-inclusive cruise ship packages with good value for money and 
convenience, as well as higher service quality and creative itineraries, attract more cruise ship 
passengers, particularly first-time cruisers (Hung, 2018; Wondirad, 2019c). In fact, there are 
a multitude of other factors that motivate tourists to take part in cruise tourism holidays (Han & 
Hyun, 2018; Hung & Petrick, 2011). In line with their diverse sociodemographic characteristics, cruise 
travelers are inspired by different factors (Han & Hyun, 2017, 2018; Jones, 2011). According to Hung 
and Petrick (2011), relaxation, socialization, convenience, destination attractions, escape, and ame-
nities/services are the top motivating factors for cruise travelers, respectively. Factors such as novelty, 
learning, discovery, and thrill also significantly influence vacationers’ decision-making about cruise 
tourism (Chua et al., 2015). The findings of Han and Hyun (2018) revealed self-esteem, social recogni-
tion, escape and relaxation, learning, discovery, thrill-seeking, and bonding/socialization as leading 
factors influencing consumers’ motivation in cruise tourism. Jones’s (2011) study of North American 
cruise tourists, on the other hand, revealed that information sources, vacation attributes, and antici-
pated leisure from respective trips are major motivating factors for cruise ship tourism holidaymakers. 
Furthermore, factors such as familiarity and social influence (Lee et al., 2023; Petrick et al., 2007), 
affective factors (Duman & Mattila, 2005), price (Petrick, 2005), and perceived image (Park, 2006) 
determine cruise travelers’ intention to partake in cruise ship vacations.

Despite the growing academic research in cruise tourism, which mirrors the sector’s global 
importance within travel and tourism (Hung et al., 2019; Klein, 2017), to the best of the authors’ 
knowledge, thus far, there has been no study that systematically analyzes factors that motivate 
tourists to participate in cruise tourism and the subsequent holiday experience. A better under-
standing of cruise tourists’ consumption behavior, motivational factors, and post-consumption 
experience will in turn enable cruise companies to accurately plan, package, market,, and provide 
an enjoyable and seamless experience. This also assists cruise ship companies in remaining 
competitive in today’s progressively accessible global market of cruise destinations (DiPietro & 
Peterson, 2017; Jones, 2011; Xie et al., 2012). Thus, the current study intends to make substantial 
contributions to the current literature by examining both the factors that motivate cruise ship 
holidaymakers and their related consumption experience over the course of the previous two 
decades by reviewing and synthesizing research findings published in selected tourism, hospitality, 
marine, and environmental journals. Specifically, this study aims to:

(1) investigate factors that motivate the consumption of cruise ship holidays,

(2) investigate the post-consumption experience of cruise ship passengers and
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(3) examine cruise tourism motivation research trends in terms of methodological approaches 
and study context (regional perspectives).

Being a pioneering systematic review work that addresses this overlooked area, the present study 
makes substantive theoretical contributions and identifies useful practical implications for various 
cruise tourism stakeholders. Aiming to properly address the objectives outlined above, the rest of 
the study is organized as follows: First, the study critically reviews and discusses the chosen theory 
that guides the research, followed by the impacts of COVID-19 on the sector. Then, methodological 
issues are elaborated, followed by the results and discussion section. The study concludes by 
discussing the conclusion and implications sections as well as pointing out its limitations and 
suggesting future research directions.

2. Theoretical background
Cruise ship tourism is a unique segment of the tourism sector where accommodation, catering, 
and leisure activities are all combined and supplied by a cruise company. Although it has been 
quite popular in North America and Europe for a long time, recent data shows a paradigm shift 
towards the Asia-Pacific market with exponential double-digit growth (Hung et al., 2019). Cruise 
passengers can generate tremendous economic impacts to host destinations if it is properly 
developed and managed (Brida & Zapata, 2010; Brida et al., 2013; Ozturk & Gogtas, 2016).

To further consolidate the positive impacts of this booming sector, a thorough understanding of 
consumers’ motivation, expectations, and post-consumption experience is profoundly important 
for cruise destination management organizations and cruise companies alike. In this respect, 
Hernandez (2019) discussed that in today’s hypercompetitive and customer-centric world, com-
panies that adequately understand their consumers’ motivation, desires, expectations, and experi-
ences and properly harness this knowledge achieve the greatest success. That is simply because 
a holistic understanding of consumers’ motivation, desires, and expectations not only enables the 
design of a functional business model that boosts excellence but also fosters customer engage-
ment co-create products and services and enhances employees’ execution capability (Hassanien 
et al., 2010; Wondirad, 2019a). In the context of cruise tourism, Baker (2014) highlighted the 
importance of designing a product that emotionally connects with visitors and fulfills their desires 
and the significance of an in-depth understanding of travelers’ psychographics beyond demo-
graphics to enable cruise line companies to make accurate projections toward their customers’ 
consumption intentions.

In this study, we employ Porter and Lawler’s (1968) Expectancy Theory to better understand and 
explain the motivations and expectations of cruise ship tourists through the lenses of previous 
research that focused on cruise tourism passengers’ motivations and post-consumption experi-
ences. Even though this theory seems antique, it incorporates the core elements of visitor motiva-
tion and other mediating factors that influence the decision-making process of travel consumers, 
making it quite relevant to this study.

This theory is an improvement and extension of the popular Vroom expectancy theory, which is 
extensively used in business and organizational studies (Mohanty, 2019). Unlike Vroom’s (1964) 
theory, Porter and Lawler’s (1968) expectancy theory considers motivation as a complex set of 
phenomena governed by various factors instead of a simple cause-and-effect relationship. From 
an organizational standpoint, it underlines the notion that companies should satisfy their employ-
ees through appropriate incentive and remuneration schemes if they want to improve productivity. 
Such incentive and remuneration schemes encompass either intrinsic (e.g., reputation, prestige, 
and self-esteem) or extrinsic (e.g., monetary reward) forms. Therefore, when it comes to the 
motivation of an individual to engage in a certain activity, factors such as the values of possible 
rewards, the perception of effort-reward proportion, and personal or psychological characteristics 
play vital roles, and organizations or companies need to properly understand these and other 
dimensions of motivational aspects to satisfy consumers’ desire. Cruise tourism vacationers can 
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also be motivated by internal factors including self-importance, prestige, fulfillment, and pride, as 
well as external factors such as price, product quality, service quality, overall ambiance, marketing 
approaches, referrals, and peer pressure (Praesri et al., 2022).
2.1. Cruise holiday consumption motivation and experience
Motivation is an internally or externally triggered phenomenon that arouses and guides human 
behavior (Iso-Ahola, 1979). It is a driving force behind individuals’ direct behavioural actions (Chen 
et al., 2016). Motivation determines not only consumers’ engagement in tourism activity but also 
influences when, where, and what type of tourism activity they aspire to pursue (Pizam & Mansfeld,  
1999). According to Mayo and Jarvis (1981), tourists might be engaged in vacation trips to satisfy 
both their physiological (food, climate, health), psychological (adventure, relaxation), and social 
(cultural exchange, meeting people, making new friends) needs. Therefore, motivation is 
a combination of both seeking intrinsic rewards and escaping from a routine life where personal 
(psychological) and interpersonal (social) elements are intertwined within it (Caber et al., 2016; 
Chen et al., 2022).

The motivation for leisure and relaxation has been a central topic in tourism research (Manfredo 
et al., 1996), and visitor motivation in travel and tourism has been extensively studied (Chen et al.,  
2016; Jones, 2011). Dann (1981, p. 205) defined motivation in tourism as “a meaningful state of 
mind that adequately disposes an actor or group of actors to travel and which is subsequently 
interpretable by others as a valid explanation for such a decision,” while Crompton and McKay 
(1997, p. 427) described tourist motivation as “a dynamic process of internal psychological factors 
(needs and wants) that generate a state of tension or disequilibrium.” As such, the motivation to 
travel, in turn, mediates the relationship between expectation and attitude toward travel, where 
a strong travel motivation leads to a high level of travel intention (Hsu & Li, 2017).

Literature also substantiates leisure motivation by classifying it into “push” and “pull” factors, 
where push factors imply the intangible and intrinsic personal preferences of vacationers while pull 
factors refer to the tangible and external attributes of destinations. Moreover, according to Beard 
and Ragheb (1983), intellectual, social, competence-mastery, and stimulus-avoidance are the 
major factors that inspire individuals to engage in leisure and recreation activities. The intellectual 
component of leisure motivation refers to the extent to which individuals are enthused to engage 
in leisure activities that involve substantial mental activities such as learning, exploring, discover-
ing, creating, or imagining, while the social component of leisure motivation implies the extent to 
which individuals are inspired to engage in leisure activities for social reasons such as making new 
friends, extending networks, strengthening social bonds, enhancing interpersonal relationships, 
and boosting self-esteem.

The competence-mastery element of leisure motivation, on the other hand, is physical in nature 
and explains the extent to which individuals are motivated to participate in recreational activities 
to fulfill a sense of achievement. Finally, the stimulus-avoidance component of leisure motivation 
emphasizes the drive to escape and get away from an overstressing environment. For some, this is 
the desire to avoid social contacts and be in solitude and isolation, while for others, it is the need 
to seek rest and relaxation away from home while interacting with other people (Beard & Ragheb,  
1983). In this vein, leisure activities are part and parcel of individuals’ self-development process in 
multiple ways, where the surrounding environment (the tourist destination) is the provider of both 
tangible and intangible goods and services to cater to the various aspirations of holidaymakers.

Despite the relationship between tourists’ motivation and their satisfaction has been extensively 
discussed in broader tourism literature (Dai et al., 2019; Teye & Paris, 2010), various scholars (e.g., 
Andriotis & Agiomirgianakis, 2010; Baker, 2014; DiPietro & Peterson, 2017; Fan et al., 2015; Han & 
Hyun, 2018; Hsu & Li, 2017; Whyte, 2017) have indicated the need for additional motivational 
research in cruise tourism to establish a strong relationship among the cruise tourism industry, the 
various motivational factors, and the subsequent holiday consumption experience.
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2.2. Impacts of COVID-19 global pandemic on the cruise industry and the path to a safe 
resumption
Drastic measures that are taken to curb the further spread of the coronavirus (COVID-19) global 
pandemic have severely affected the hospitality and tourism sector. The largest COVID-19 out-
break outside mainland China was reported on a cruise ship in early February 2020, which resulted 
in reputational damage to the cruise industry and an immediate downfall in share values (Giese,  
2020). Inherently, cruise ships are hot spots and amplifiers of transmissible diseases such as 
COVID-19 since people reside in proximity onboard with several shared facilities (Choquet & Sam- 
Lefebvre, 2020; Renaud, 2020). Subsequently, the cruise industry was the most susceptible and 
hardest-hit segment of the entire tourism and hospitality sector (Giese, 2020; Lau et al., 2022; Lin 
et al., 2023).

In the wake of the deadly and fast-spreading coronavirus, several countries took drastic pre-
cautionary measures and closed their borders, and thousands of cruise ship passengers were 
stranded at sea. In contradiction to the very essence of cruise tourism, the unilateral measures 
taken by countries strictly halted the cruise industry (CLIA, 2020a). The damage was monumental, 
especially in small island nations such as the Caribbean and Pacific Island countries that heavily 
rely on cruise tourism (Giese, 2020). Consequently, up to 2,500 jobs have been lost each day since 
cruise ships stopped operating (CLIA, 2020a). According to Ito et al. (2020), the impact of COVID- 
19 on the cruise industry could be much more severe than any of the previous crises.. 
Nevertheless, thanks to the invention and distribution of vaccines, as well as the concerted efforts 
of the international community, the sector is currently back to normal and will once again 
contribute to the growth of the global economy.

However, since the health and safety of tourists, crew, and the communities in cruise destina-
tions is a priority beyond the sheer economic benefits, the resumption of this industry must be 
operated under strict regulations and controls satisfying maximum international safety protocols. 
Therefore, unlike in previous times, cruise ships need to carefully implement robust and frequent 
screening and monitoring practices, execute consistent and comprehensive sanitation practices 
and recurrent inspections, boost onboard medical facilities, employ more medical staff, and 
cohesively work with on-land public health authorities (Giese, 2020). In conclusion, by resetting 
its operations and learning from past failures, post-pandemic cruise tourism should reemerge as 
a more resilient, stronger, sustainable, inventive, and safe sector.

3. Methodology
This study adopts summative and thematic content analyses to systematically comprehend, 
analyze, and synthesize data extracted from selected cruise tourism research articles in line with 
Wondirad (2019c) and Hung et al. (2019). The researchers preferred to employ this method since it 
allows extracting information contained within the screened articles and systematically develop-
ing themes through a three-stage coding process (Figure 1). Microsoft Excel helps to execute the 
summative analysis, while QDA Miner Qualitative Data Analysis software assists in conducting the 
thematic analysis. This user-friendly, advanced qualitative data analysis software enhances the 
robustness of data analysis by providing additional insights. Content analysis remains one of the 
most widely used qualitative and quantitative data analysis techniques in business and social 
science studies, as it helps to reassess extant knowledge and understand the evolution of scholar-
ship (Elgammal, 2016; Gaur & Kumar, 2018; Kebete & Wondirad, 2019; Wilding et al., 2012; 
Wondirad et al., 2019, 2020). To improve the scientific rigor of the data analysis and to ensure 
methodological validity and thereby increase the trustworthiness of research findings, previous 
content analysis studies were carefully consulted (e.g., Hung et al., 2019; Mohammed et al., 2015; 
Tsang & Hsu, 2011; Weaver & Lawton, 2007; Wondirad, 2019b, 2019c). Keywords such as “cruise 
tourism motivation”, “cruise ship satisfaction”, “cruise holiday decision making”, “cruise satisfac-
tion and intention to recommend”, and “cruise tourism satisfaction and intention to revisit” were 
used to search for relevant research articles in each journal. Furthermore, terms such as “cruise 
holiday experience”, “cruise tourism and consumer loyalty”, “cruise travelers’ expectations”, and 
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“luxury cruising” were used to filter articles that discuss cruise ship tourism motivation and 
satisfaction without explicitly stating it in their titles (Wondirad, 2019c). Since the study only 
considers full-length research articles, grey literature such as book reviews, research notes, perso-
nal notes and reports, short communications, rejoinders, corrigenda, conference proceedings, 
theses and dissertations, books, and book chapters is excluded. This is because, in contrast to 
grey literature, international peer-reviewed journal articles offer the most up-to-date peer 
reviewed, and advanced scientific contribution in the field (Kandampully et al., 2018). Then, we 
conducted exhaustive analyses of each screened and filtered article to extract relevant data 
related to factors that drive cruise tourism holiday consumption and the resulting experience. 
Relevant information extracted from each article was then organized into various forms, such as 
publication trends, leading themes, the methodology employed, and research contexts, to properly 
address study objectives. Moreover, issues that are overlooked in the current cruise ship tourism 
consumption motivation and experience literature that merit further scientific inquiry are dis-
cussed after a thorough examination of existing research. The study captures and analyzes 
research articles published between 2001 and 2019 within the selected 22 journals. 2001 is the 
initial year since it is the year when the first cruise tourism publication by De La Viña and Ford 
(2001) appeared. This paper analyzed cruise vacation market potential, considering demographic 
and trip attributes as influencing factors, and was published in the Journal of Travel Research. 
Before screening out our research themes and designing other relevant lines of discussion, we 
developed a catalog comprising the whole list of publications along with the required information 
from each publication (Table 1).

As can be seen in Figure 1, the selected articles were first skimmed using their titles, abstracts, 
and conclusions in line with the study objectives set out in the introduction. The main purpose of 
the review was to develop an overall understanding and familiarity with cruise tourism holiday 
consumption motivation and experience in the selected publications before coding. Then, another 
more in-depth review was conducted to deeply understand the objectives and core findings of 
each publication, the methodological approaches employed, and the leading themes related to 
factors that evoke cruise ship holiday consumption and post-consumption experience. At this 
stage, the researchers identified essential lower-order concepts and terminologies using open 
coding for subsequent classification, comparison, and transformation that are called organizing 
themes through axial coding (Figure 1). As these are terms that represent specific and definite 
concepts, they are depicted using squares in Figure 1. Eventually, themes that reflect similar 
concepts and notions are reclassified to form higher-order themes known as global themes 
using selective coding. Unlike lower-order, specific basic themes, these themes are more value- 
laden and abstract in nature and create a broader metaphor through capstone terms (Merriam,  

Basic themes 

Organizing themes 
Global themes 

Figure 1. Data analysis process 
using QDA Miner software 
(Authors own plot, 2023).
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2009). The main purpose of executing selective coding is, therefore, to arrive at the ultimate 
abstraction and/or theorization through the gradual evolution of lower-order concepts after sev-
eral rounds of transformations (Brotherton, 2008; Easterby-Smith et al., 2015).

4. Results and discussion

4.1. Publications per selected journals
The current study captured 22 tourism, hospitality, marine, and environment journals. As far as the 
number of publications per journal is concerned, the Journal of Travel & Tourism Marketing is the 
first with nine full-length research articles, followed by the International Journal of Tourism 
Research and the Journal of Travel Research with seven research articles each. Furthermore, six 
research articles appeared in Tourism Management, while Tourism in Marine Environments con-
tains five research articles (Figure 2). On the other hand, journals such as the Asia Pacific Journal of 
Tourism Research, Tourism Management Perspectives, the Journal of Leisure Research, and the 
Journal of China Tourism Research have published one article each. Given that cruise holiday 
motivations and consumption experiences have strong travel and tourism marketing implications, 
it is no surprise that the Journal of Travel & Tourism Marketing is ranked first in terms of number of 
publications.

4.2. Publications trend
As Figure 3 shows, within the chosen journals, the first article that quantitatively examined cruise 
vacation market potential in relation to cruise tourists’ demographic and trip attribute perception 
factors based on a nationwide sample of the US market was published in the Journal of Travel 
Research by De La Viña and Ford in 2001. In this original research work, the author identifies key 
factors that determine the propensity to choose a cruise vacation and factors that are less 
significant in influencing cruise vacation decision-making. Then, about eight articles were pub-
lished between 2001 and 2008 that address a variety of cruise tourism research foci, such as cruise 
passengers’ repurchase intentions (Gabe et al., 2006; Petrick et al., 2006), cruise passengers’ 
decision-making processes (Petrick et al., 2007), perceived value of cruise vacation (Duman & 
Mattila, 2005), cruise passenger loyalty and patronage (Lobo, 2008), and a phenomenological 
exploration of passengers’ freighter travel experience (Szarycz, 2008). However, since 2009, the 
publication trend has shown an exponential growth. 54 of the 63 articles were published between 
2009 and 2019. This rapid growth reached its peak in 2015, with nine publications in a single year 
(Figure 3). However, it is evident that the total publication figure (63) is inadequate when con-
sidering the period (2001-2019), the number of journals sampled (22), and the significance of this 
research frontier for the industry (Domènech et al., 2020; Han & Hyun, 2018: Hsu & Li, 2017; Hung 
et al., 2019; Klein, 2017; Radic, 2019; Teye & Paris, 2010; Whyte, 2017).

4.3. Major motivations of cruise travel
After thoroughly comprehending and carefully reviewing each article, the researchers exhaustively 
enumerate and organize the motivations of cruise ship holiday consumption highlighted in the 
selected articles in tabular form using MS Excel, including the frequency of mention. Then, based 
on the frequencies of the factors identified, we draw Figure 4 to diagrammatically portray the 
leading cruise tourism holiday motivational factors.

Cruise ship holidaymakers are inspired due to several factors attributed to physiological, psy-
chological, personal, and interpersonal issues, as well as environmental issues. This reinforces 
Porter and Lawler’s (1968) Expectancy Theory, where visitor motivations are understood as 
a complex set of phenomena featuring various intervening factors linked to both the internal 
and external environment that collectively determine the decision-making process of holidaymak-
ing. This study unravels 14 different factors that drive the consumption of cruise ship holidays 
(Figure 4). Based on these emerging themes, the major reasons for pursuing cruise ship tourism 
holidays are (1) entertainment and relaxation, (2) the pursuit of luxury, (3)socialization, (4) the 
quest for discovery and adventure, (5) the desire to escape and boost personal well-being, (6) self- 
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esteem, (7) prestige, (8) learning through experience, (9) novelty, and (10) cruise ships themselves 
as destinations. Moreover, cruise holidaymakers are inspired by additional factors such as (11) 
destination attributes, (12) convenience, (13) gastronomy, and (14) shopping possibilities in des-
cending order.

From these emerging themes, it is possible to realize that, as a rapidly growing tourism segment, 
the demand for cruise ship holidays is propelled by several underlying factors highlighted in Porter 
and Lawler’s (1968) Expectancy Theory. Thus, Porter and Lawler’s (1968) Expectancy Theory shows 
that the drive behind the consumption of cruise tourism holidays is mediated by several factors; 
some of them belong to personality traits (e.g., the need to be isolated, the need to learn and 
discover, self-esteem and pride, cuisine, shopping, and seeking luxury), while others fall under the 
category of inter-personal factors (e.g., the need to socialize, entertainment, and relaxation), and 
yet others are rather reflections of environmental factors (e.g., cruise ships as destinations in their 
own, destination attributes, and convenience).

As highlighted in the methodology section, factors that are mentioned several times across the 
selected articles receive the highest frequency: entertainment and relaxation (Figure 4). Therefore, 
these motivating factors of cruise tourism are also reported in prior studies but not systematically 
discussed and presented (e.g., Andriotis & Agiomirgianakis, 2010; Han & Hyun, 2018; Hung & 
Petrick, 2011). As a systematic review paper, the central objective of this study is, therefore, to 
systematically compile, organize, and present the major motivating factors of cruise ship tourism 
holiday consumption and post-consumption experience by reviewing academic articles published 
in selected tourism and hospitality, marine, and environmental journals. Accordingly, cruise tour-
ism passengers consume cruise ship holidays mainly to entertain and relax (e.g., Andriotis & 
Agiomirgianakis, 2010; Baker, 2014; Cashman, 2016; Hsu & Li, 2017; Hung & Petrick, 2011), to 
experience luxury (e.g., Han & Hyun, 2018; Hung et al., 2020; Hwang & Han, 2014; Ioana-Daniela 
et al., 2018; Kizielewicz, 2013; Petrick & Durko, 2015), to socialize (e.g. Hsu & Li, 2017; Hung & 
Petrick, 2011; Lohmann, 2014; Papathanassis, 2012), to engage in adventurous activities and 
discovery (e.g., Andriotis & Agiomirgianakis, 2010; Baker, 2014; Blas & Carvajal-Trujillo, 2014; 
Lohmann, 2014), and to escape and enhance personal well-being (e.g. Andriotis & 
Agiomirgianakis, 2010; Han & Hyun, 2018; Hung, 2018; Lyu et al., 2018).

As far as the advantages of holidays in rehabilitating personal well-being, McKercher (2016) 
noted the substantial health benefits of vacations, including cutting down the risk of heart attacks 
by 50% and helping to reduce blood pressure, heart disease, and levels of stress hormones. Factors 
that are highlighted in previous studies (e.g., Chua et al., 2015; Jones, 2011; Park, 2006), such as 
learning and the novelty of a cruise ship as a destination, were stated by a small number of cruise 
holidaymakers. Similarly, factors such as shopping, food, and convenience do motivate cruise 
holidaymakers despite receiving low ratings, in contrast to leading factors such as entertainment 
and relaxation, luxury, and socializing. Perhaps tourists do not necessarily join a cruise ship 
vacation mainly for shopping and gastronomy reasons, given that such desires can be fulfilled in 
their respective places of residence.

While there are some important shared commonalities across cruise ship tourism consumers, 
there are also peculiarities in line with their cultural backgrounds (Hsu & Li, 2017; Hung, 2018). For 
instance, while high importance is attributed to “bonding”, socialization, and “recreation”, less 
attention is given to “sports,” and related physical activities by Asian cruise tourists (Chen et al.,  
2016). The importance of “bonding” and socialization is, in fact, quite typical of the collectivist 
culture of the Asian people, in contrast to the individualistic nature of the Western nations (Chen 
et al., 2016; Hofstede et al., 2010; Wu et al., 2018). In a study that aims to understand the cruising 
experience of Chinese travelers, Hung (2018) established a hierarchical model of Chinese cruisers’ 
experiences. According to this model, Chinese cruise holidaymakers compare the cruise ship 
tourism experience with their daily lives and consider that participating in cruise tourism is worthy 
in many respects, such as gaining freedom, the possibility to be free from stress while traveling, 
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disconnecting from the mundane milieu, and the chance to find inner peace, self-worthiness, and 
happiness in life. Furthermore, Wu et al. (2018) discussed the exciting trip at sea and service 
efficiency as well as the superior quality of cruise staff as the most important determinants of 
Hong Kong cruise tourists’ holiday experience. Similarly, Yi et al. (2014) discussed cruise ship 
facility, food, and beverage (F&B), entertainment, and staff excellence as determinant factors of 
Asian cruise travelers perceived value, satisfaction, and behavioral intention.

Therefore, unlike Western cruisers, top cruise holiday stimulating factors such as discovery, 
exploration, and adventure were not highlighted in the case of Asian cruise passengers. As 
a result, the core competitive advantages of cruise tourism in the booming Asian markets focus 
on offering group-specific and simplified activities that satisfy the need to relax, entertain, and 
spend time together with top notch service quality and cuisine. Nevertheless, in the case of 
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Western cruise holidaymakers, Andriotis and Agiomirgianakis (2010) discovered that exploration, 
escape, entertainment, tour pace, price, socialization, and shopping were the primary motivating 
factors. Additionally, Teye and Paris (2010) uncovered convenience, exploration, escape, and 
relaxation, as well as socialization and climate, as the major motivating factors for taking 
a cruise vacation for US cruise tourists. Hence, despite some intersections, cruise motivation and 
experience may vary among cultures and subcultures (Hofstede et al., 2010; Hsu & Li, 2017). 
Moreover, cruise passengers’ holiday decision-making is influenced by consumers’ socio-economic 
backgrounds (Baker, 2014; De Cantis et al., 2016; Elliot & Choi, 2011). Subsequently, it is imperative 
to understand how cruise holidaymakers use destinations’ resources and the kind of behavioural 
activities they reflect based on their socio-demographic profiles.

Towards that end, De Cantis et al. (2016) examined cruise passengers’ behavior in a specific 
cruise destination (Palermo, Italy) by employing GPS technology. Their study identified seven 
different broad patterns of cruise passengers’ activities, where socio-demographic characteristics 
were found to be closely associated with their mobility patterns, including duration of stay, the 
number of attractions they have visited, mobility patterns, spatial consumption of urban space, 
expenditure, and information channels used (De Cantis et al., 2016). According to De La Viña and 
Ford (2001), key factors such as marital status, income, previous cruise vacation experience, price, 
the duration of cruising, destination attributes, and the availability of pre-cruise or post-cruise 
packages determine cruise vacation decision-making. As Elliot and Choi (2011) testified, the 
traditional mature generation of cruisers aspires to solitude and isolation with less physically 
challenging activities without a fixed schedule, whereas the growing Generation X segment 
seeks to build personal connection and social bonding. On the other hand, the young Generation 
Y segment of cruise ship holidaymakers aspire to enrich their perspective on life, relax and relieve 
stress, and create lasting memories (Elliot & Choi, 2011). Factors that motivate cruise vacationers 
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also vary depending on gender. For instance, women value entertainment, esthetics, and escapism 
more than men (Hosany & Witham, 2010).

Based on research findings thus far, to a greater extent, the cruise industry is patronized by 
customers who look for entertainment, luxury, relaxation, and prestige (Hwang & Han, 2014; 
Ioana-Daniela et al., 2018; Kizielewicz, 2013). This could perhaps be due to the commonly held 
view that prevails in the general cruise tourism market, which features the sector as an expensive 
trip that belongs to the rich consumer segment (Mancini, 2010). However, price has not emerged 
as one of the leading themes in the current study, suggesting that the cost of cruise holiday 
packages has never been a major issue. Similarly, the latest CLIA (2020b) state of the cruise 
industry outlook compares the expenses of a week of vacation by a typical Carnival Cruise vis-à-vis 
a resort hotel and shows a cruise vacation costs 2,311 USD less. Furthermore, unlike the critiques 
in the previous studies (e.g., Kayahan et al., 2018; Klein, 2011; MacNeill & Wozniak, 2018), the 
findings of the current study indicate that with factors such as destination attributes, culinary, 
shopping, adventure, and entertainment being among the motivating factors for holidaymakers, 
cruise tourism has a significant economic impact on destinations.

4.4. Post-consumption experience of cruise ship holiday makers
Understanding visitors’ post-consumption experience is crucial for destination marketers, espe-
cially to understand the intention to return and to recommend (positive word of mouth). Existing 
literature establishes a positive correlation between visitors’ overall satisfaction and their intention 
to return and to recommend (Brida et al., 2012b; Chang et al., 2015; DiPietro & Peterson, 2017, 
Juan & Chen, 2012; Ozturk & Gogtas, 2016; Satta et al., 2015). With regards to cruise tourists’ post- 
consumption experience, the result of our systematic review highlights consumers’ overall satis-
faction and appreciation of the chance to entertain and relax, experience diverse tourist attrac-
tions in cruise destinations, and the high service quality offered by cruise lines. Factors such as 
personal safety and security, friendliness of residents, services and facilities in port cities, destina-
tion attributes including shore excursions (Lopes & Dredge, 2018), and corporate reputation and 
trust significantly improve the cruise holiday experience. In this respect, Hung (2018) explored the 
cruising experience of Chinese cruise tourists and revealed that to the vast majority of participants, 
their experience was impressive and relaxing, which provided them with the opportunity to 
contemplate and find inner peace and self-esteem, which ultimately brings happiness in life. 
Moreover, a study by Hsu and Li (2017) revealed that in the context of the Chinese cruise market, 
cruise tourists were satisfied with their trip due to the possibility to experience novelty, escape, 
nature, leisure, social interaction, relaxation, and isolation. A study by DiPietro and Peterson (2017) 
that discusses cruise passengers’ experiences, satisfaction, and loyalty in Aruba, Dutch Caribbean 
also indicated that cruise visitors are satisfied with their visit to Aruba and the surrounding 
destinations, and their overall experience was found to be a strong predictor of cruise visitor 
loyalty. Similarly, the findings of Gabe et al. (2006) suggested that about one-third of cruise holiday 
consumers plan a return trip to Bar Harbor, Maine, within the following two years, indicating the 
contentment of cruise ship passengers.

According to Hung (2018), the splendid facilities and varieties of activities and cuisines onboard, 
the quality of service provided, the freedom enjoyed at sea, social interaction with the crew and 
other tourists, and the massive and grandeur design of the cruise ship itself have impressed and 
created a “wow” impact among cruisers, especially first-timers. Given that cruise ship tourism 
involves thousands of people onboard at the same time, social interaction, also known as custo-
mer-to-customer relationship (C2C), is a major consideration for cruisers regardless of their socio- 
demographic heterogeneity (Papathanassis, 2012). In addition to the service quality, design, and 
size of cruise ships, other factors external to the cruise ship, such as the infrastructure of port cities 
and offshore atmosphere and attractiveness, weather conditions, the surrounding tourist attrac-
tions, urban environment, and socioeconomic setting, determine cruise passengers’ experiences 
(Blas & Carvajal-Trujillo, 2014; Domènech et al., 2020; Lopes & Dredge, 2018). The current study 
uncovers that most cruise holidaymakers imply overall satisfaction from their cruise ship holiday, 
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despite some raising concerns regarding a lack of time in port cities, the quality of cruise destina-
tions’ infrastructure, and the attitude of some local shopkeepers and street vendors. As highlighted 
by Duman and Mattila (2005), the pleasure-seeking aspects of cruise holiday consumption encou-
rage the intent to return, and this is also supported by CLIA’s recent outlook, which indicated that 
82% of cruisers intend to return onboard for their next vacation (CLIA, 2020b).

4.5. Research publications per study context (regional perspective)
The analysis of specific regional research contexts reveals that cruise tourism motivation, con-
sumption, and experience research has been dominated by North America (covering 30% of the 
overall publications), followed by Asia with 26%, and Europe with 14% of the publications. 
Eleven percent of the publications are conceptual, which do not necessarily require any study 
context, while South America and Australasia account for six and five percent of the overall 
publications captured in this study, respectively (Figure 5). A consistent and solid economic growth 
that has been witnessed over a couple of previous decades has a direct positive correlation with 
the increased interest in researching the motivations, consumption patterns, and perceptions of 
cruise-ship holidaymakers in Asia (Ma et al., 2018; Sun et al., 2014).

CLIA’s (2018) annual report highlighted that, in terms of the number of ships deployed, Asia has 
shown 81% annual growth since 2013. The economic contribution of cruise tourism to the Asian 
economy has also reached 3.23 billion USD (CLIA, 2017). For instance, in China, the cruise industry 
experienced a staggering 183% growth in 2016, and the country was ranked second globally in terms 
of total ports of call in the same year (Hung et al., 2019). Furthermore, China is ranked as the second- 
largest cruise tourists source market after the United States of America (CLIA, 2019). Consequently, 
because of the presence of a wide array of attractions and massive prospective cruise tourism 
consumers, cruise ship tourism shows consistent and rapid growth in Asia, where China emerges as 
the powerhouse of the Asian cruise ship tourism market (Wondirad, 2019c).

4.6. Publications per research approach
As can be seen in Table 2, the current cruise tourism motivation and experience literature is 
overwhelmingly dominated by a quantitative research approach (74.6% of the entire publications). 
Structural equation modeling, regression analysis, factor analysis, analysis of variances (ANOVA), 
t-tests, and other descriptive and inferential analyses were predominantly employed to execute 
quantitative studies. A quantitative research approach has been under scrutiny for quantifying 
human experience, feelings, and emotions into numbers (Dimache et al., 2017), which just 
scratches the surface instead of gaining deeper understanding. Critics highlight that in many 
instances pre-coded quantitative surveys fail to adequately capture profound human emotions, 
feelings, and experiences. In contrast, a qualitative-driven research approach attempts to under-
stand research problems from the participants’ standpoint and recognizes the existence of multi-
ple constructed realities specific to different contexts as well as subjective relationships between 
the researcher(s) and the reality (Wondirad et al., 2020). The flexible nature of the qualitative 
research approach enables researchers “to develop an idiographic understanding of participants, 
more precisely of what living with a particular condition or being in a specific condition means to 
them within their social reality (Dimache et al., 2017, p. 290).” Basically, apart from reconfirming 
pre-framed assumptions, which are called hypotheses, quantitative-driven research endeavors do 
not sufficiently address the common so what? question, and this might eventually undermine the 
usefulness of research outcomes and their implications for theory and practice. Considering this, 
scholars (e.g., Hung et al., 2019; London et al., 2017) suggested the use of qualitative-driven 
research that employs a variety of methods, including in-depth interviews, focus group discussions, 
observations, and Delphi techniques with in-depth analysis, to properly examine and develop 
a deeper and broader understanding of cruise holiday makers’ motivations, experiences, mem-
ories, and perceptions that simply cannot be extrapolated using numbers or scales. That could help 
to broaden our understanding of cruise ship tourism consumption, motivation, and experience and 
make substantial contributions to the industry.
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5. Conclusion and implications
Despite a common understanding that cruise tourism is for old or newlywed consumers, recent 
trends show that it also strives to cater to all market segments. Thus, cruising has become more of 
a leisure product available to a wide variety of vacationers. Due to its unique features in terms of 
product mix and travel itineraries, cruise ship tourism provides its participants with unique vaca-
tion opportunities and creates distinctive experiences and memories. That calls for a closer exam-
ination to further understand the desires, motivations, expectations, and consumption experiences 
of cruise holidaymakers, including the new generations of cruisers. As the current literature 
suggests, the identification of the motivational factors of cruise tourists is an emerging area of 
research. A better understanding of factors that motivate tourists to engage in cruise tourism, in 
turn, enables cruise line companies’ and port destinations as well as other key stakeholders to 
successfully respond to the dynamically changing consumer market and thereby achieve satisfac-
tion. It is extremely important to boost not only the volume of returning visitors and overall 
competitiveness of the industry but also the likelihood of word-of-mouth promotion, particularly 
in the age of information and communication technology. Along with their motivation, it is also 
imperative to understand cruise visitors’ expectations and perceptions since tourist expectations 
and perceptions play an integral role in determining overall satisfaction (Caber et al., 2016; DiPietro 
& Peterson, 2017). Therefore, by and large, a systematic understanding of consumers’ motivation 
and consumption experience offers substantial planning and marketing implications for cruise line 
companies and cruise tourism destinations alike. As emphasized by Baker (2014), visitor satisfac-
tion, experience, and behavior influence the planning and governance issues in cruise ship desti-
nations, including ports, through sustainable infrastructural development and other management 
aspects. Against this backdrop, the current study explores the leading motivating factors of cruise 
ship holidaymakers and their post-consumption experience. The current study is novel in this 
regard since it provides 14 major motivational factors for cruise holiday consumption for the 
first time, in addition to aggregating the entire cruise tourists’ post-holiday consumption experi-
ence. Furthermore, findings suggest disparities between the East and the West pertaining to cruise 
holiday motivation and post-holiday consumption experience.

Research findings reveal that the desire to entertain and relax, the aspiration to experience 
luxury, the need to establish social bonding and networking, the will to discover and engage in 
adventurous activities, as well as the need to escape and boost personal well-being, are among 
the primary factors that motivate the consumption of cruise ship holidays. Moreover, factors such 
as self-esteem and prestige, experiential learning, novelty, the design, size, and sophistication of 
cruise ships, convenience, cuisine, shopping, destination attributes, and infrastructural quality in 
cruise destinations, including port facilities, appeal to cruise holiday consumers. Furthermore, this 
review paper discloses that overall, cruise holiday participants have a satisfying experience with 
their respective vacations. However, improving cruise ship destination amenities and infrastructure 
as well as increasing visit time in port cities might further improve cruisers’ satisfaction on the one 
hand (Lopes & Dredge, 2018; Satta et al., 2015) and boost the competitiveness and economic 
benefits of the cruise industry on the other hand (Domènech et al., 2020).

Given the COVID-19 outbreak disrupted the cruise industry, the health and safety of cruise ship 
tourists will occupy a central position in the post-COVID-19 era, in addition to service quality, 
amenities and facilities, destination attributes, and other driving factors of cruise ship tourism 
holiday consumption. Consequently, due to this highly anticipated paradigm shift, the cruise 
industry in the post-pandemic era should focus on developing and making loyal customers 
through rebuilding their confidence in cruise ship holidays instead of just increasing sales volumes 
and making profits (Agyeiwaah et al., 2016; Lau et al., 2022; Li et al., 2023).

6. Limitations and avenues for future research
The current study is subjected to some acknowledged shortcomings that arise from the limitations 
of content analysis as a research approach (Kandampully et al., 2018). Especially the use of 
keywords to filter research articles, which is a customary approach, might inevitably lead to the 
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omission of some useful research works that contain dissimilar terms in their titles, leading to 
search term discrepancies. Moreover, this study might be overlooking a substantial number of 
journals that publish cruise tourism motivation-related research outcomes in languages other than 
English. Furthermore, we admit that the exclusion of grey literature might affect the findings. The 
paper also only covers research publications spanning from 2001 to 2019, as the cruise industry 
dynamics have been completely disrupted since the outbreak of the coronavirus (COVID-19) global 
pandemic.

Despite these limitations, this research, however, has captured as many journals as possible in 
contrast to prior systematic review works, enabling readers to see the bigger picture regarding the 
driving factors of cruise ship tourism consumption and experience. Given research in cruise tourism 
motivation, consumption, and experience is still limited, more in-depth research is needed in the 
future. Considering this, Hsu and Li (2017) accentuated that, currently, the cruise tourism motiva-
tion and consumption literature lacks a reliable and valid measurement tool for constructing cruise 
motivation. It is underlined in various studies that tourist motivation directly affects satisfaction 
and indirectly shapes repurchase behavior. Therefore, in the absence of a robust understanding of 
prospective cruise tourism holidaymakers’ motivations, it could be problematic both for cruise 
companies and cruise tourism destinations to adequately prepare themselves and customize their 
packages to provide high-quality cruise tourism experiences.

This implies the necessity of more scientific investigations of cruise tourism motivation using 
rigorous methods that ensure reliability, validity, and generalizability. Furthermore, given motiva-
tion is more of a psychological attribute influenced by personal characteristics of consumers that 
evolve over time, more qualitative and longitudinal studies across time, culture, geography, and 
demographics are fundamental. In this respect, the current study identifies only a single 

Australasia
5% South America

6%

Conceptual 
11%

Europe
14%

Asia
26%

North America
38%

Figure 5. Publications per study 
context (regional).

Note: * Australasia encom-
passes Australia, New Zealand, 
and neighboring Small Island 
Countries in the Pacific.

Table 2. Publications per research approach employed
Research approach

Quantitative Qualitative Mixed Total
No. of articles 47 8 8 63

Percent 74.6 12.7 12.7 100
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longitudinal cruise tourism motivational research study by Yi et al. (2014) that collects data on the 
same cruise ship on multiple voyages. Furthermore, future cruise ship tourism experience research 
should examine unexplored areas, such as the post-COVID-19 cruise ship tourism experience and 
address the required transformations post-pandemic to unleash a resilient, safe, enjoyable, enrich-
ing, and sustainable cruise ship tourism industry.
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