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Customer Satisfaction, Quality in Cruise Industry

Abstract
Record numbers of passengers are sailing on board cruise ships, with the industry claiming high levels of
customer satisfaction. Conversely, little is known about the specific factors which make up customer
satisfaction with the cruise experience. The authors examine customer satisfaction data from nearly 15,000
guests of a large U.S. cruise line to determine which aspects of the cruise experience have the greatest impact
on overall satisfaction and perceptions of quality.
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Customer satisfaction, 
quality in cruise industry 

by Ma& R. Testa 
and Kate Sullivan 

Record numbers ofpassengers are sailing 
on board cruise ships, w~Vh th8 industry 
claiming high levels of customer satisfac- 
tion. Conversel~ little is known about the 
specific factors which make up customer 
satisfaction with the cruise expenem. 
The authom examine customer satisfac- 
tion data from nearly 15,WO guests of a 
large U.S. cruise line to determine which 
aspects of the cruise experience have the 
greatest impact on overall satisfaction and 
perceptions of qualify 

T he cruise industry is experi- 
encing record growth and 
consumer demand.' At the 

same time, customers have more 
choices then ever before as well as 
access to more information about 
the cruise product as well. The 
result is a more enlightened 
consumer with many prcduds and 
brands from which to choose. 

It's clear that customer satis- 
faction is a vital concern for cruise 
lines if positive word of mouth 
advertising and repeat business are 
going to result. Despite dramatic 
growth in the cruise industry, little 
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is known about the specific 
customer satisfaction factors on a 
cruise vacation, or how they might 
contribute to overall perception of 
service quality. 

Industry grows fast 
The cruise industry is one of the 

fastest growing segments of the 
tourism industry experiencing a 
steady 8.4 percent increase per year 
since 1984.2 Much of this growth is 
relatively recent, taking place after 
a construction boom in the 1990s. 
Some 84 million passengers have 
taken a cruise since 1970, with 50.4 
million of those sailing in the past 
10 years and 27.2 over the past five 
years. Forecasts suggest that the 
cumulative market for the cruise 
industry will reach $85 billion by 
2006, with an average of 7.4 million 
passengers sailing per year. 
Conversely, only 12.3 percent of 
Americans have taken a cruise.' 

This growth and market poten- 
tial is the result of a number of 
fadors and trends in the cruise 
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industry. First, the cruise vacation 
is considered an excellent value, 
given the breadth and variety of 
activities available. A modem-day 
cruise ship is a microcosm of the 
hospitality and tourism industries 
with services for a wide range of 
demographic groups. Following the 
all-inclusive model, cruise ships 
provide everything from meals and 
lodging to gaming and entertain- 
ment. These floating resorts not 
only entertain on board, but provide 
itineraries from the Mediterranean 
to Alaska with themes catering to 
seniors as well as children. For 
instance, passengers can select 
h m  cruise themes such as psychic 
healing, sports, singles, and even 
all nude." 

Choices abound 
Coincidentally, this wide range 

of services takes place at the same 
time as cruise prices are decreasing. 
A combination of high competition 
and slow economic growth has 
foxed prices down, in some cases to 
1985 levels." The result is a wide 
range of offerings and choices for 
consumers. At the same time, tech- 
nology has played a major role in 
providmg discount cruise vacations 
for consumers. The internet not only 
provides a means for directly 
booking cruise vacations, but 
provides a full-range of information, 

services of a prcduct that is slowly 
becoming a commodity. 

It's clear that as these trends 
continue, customer satisfaction and 
service quality will play significant 
roles in the success of cruise orga- 
nizations. The cruise industry has 
prided itself on its ability to satisfy 
customers. In fad, according to the 
Cruise Line International Associa- 
tion (CLIA) 71 percent of first-time 
cruisers report that their vacation 
"exceeded their expectations." 
Further, they report that the 
majority of cruisers over the past 
five years rated a cruise vacation 
superior to other vacations on 
almost all dimensions, including 
b e i  "pampered," "hassle h," "a 
good value for the money," and "fun." 

Indeed, the cruise industry is so 
confident of its ability to satisfy 
passengers that a number of cruise 
organizations guarantee satisfac- 
tion, allowing passengers to disem- 
bark w i t h  24 hours of sailing and 
refunding a prorated portion of the 
cost.7 In spite of this tremendous 
growth and market potential, little 
is known about the specific fadors 
which contribute most to overall 
customer satisfaction and service 
quality in the cruise industry. 
Given the large number of variables 
in the cruise experience, identlfymg 
these fadors and determining their 
overall value is warranted. 

reviews, and tips on getting the best Before attempting to investi- 
value on a cruise. This has helped to gate customer satisfaction, a c l d -  
create a more educated co&er cation should be made between 
who knows the intricacies of customer satisfaction and service 
cruising. The end result is a poten- quality. The similarities and differ- 
tial consumer who is more knowl- ences between the two are points of 
edgeable about the options and great debate in marketing litera- 
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t ~ e . ~  Much of this confusion stems 
from similar use of the disconfir- 
mation model.g Smith and Houston 
suggested that satisfaction with 
service was the result of comparing 
expected service quality with 
perceived service quality received.1° 
Conversely, Gronroos suggested 
that service quality was based on 
the expected and received quality." 
Zeithaml, et al. helped to clanfy the 
confusion by suggesting that 
service quality is the result of 
comparing desired service with 
perceived service, whereas satisfac- 
tion is the result of comparing 
predicted service and perceived 
service.lZ 

Service encounters vary 
Another debate is the relative 

importance andlor value of various 
components of the service encounter. 
Not every part of the senrice trans- 
action is equally important. For 
example, G r o m s  discussed service 
in terms of "technical" versus "func- 
tion" quality. Technical quality 
relates to the actual service being 
pmhased (i.e., being checked in at 
the front desk), while functional 
service relates to the manner in 
which the service is provided (i.e., 
£riendly, courteous, etc.). 

Parasuraman, Zeithrnl, and 
Beny developed the SERVQUAL 
using a fivedimensional model of 
the service experience, including 
reliability, responsiveness, empathy, 
assurances, and tangibles." While 
the SERVQUAL is a mainstay 
instrument used for assessing 
service quality, some controversy 
exists regarding its fador structure 

and appropriateness for various 
environments. Rust and Oliver 
suggested that service quality 
perceptions are made up of three 
separate dimensions including the 
service product (technical quality), 
the service delivery (functional 
quality), and the service environ- 
ment." A recent study combined 
Rust and Oliver's conceptualization 
and the dimensions of the 
SERVQUAL, determining that 
service quality is a multi-dimen- 
sional, hierarchical construct made 
up of both primary (high order) 
and secondary facets.ls Such 
varying conceptualizations plovide 
researchers with several alternatives 
in testing hypotheses but also make 
mcult the task of clearly distin- 
guishing quality and satisfaction. 

Past research, which argued 
that satisfaction judgments are the 
result of evaluating individual 
service transactions, whereas 
service quality is an individual's 
general attitude toward a service 
organization, was used to clarify 
the issue.'%iven the nature and 
diversity of services provided in the 
cruise experience, "customer satis- 
faction" is defined as the result of 
comparing elrpectations of quality 
with the perception of the delivery 
of the various points of service 
on a cruise vacation. Conversely, 
"customer's perception of quality" 
is operationalized as the global 
evaluation of the customer's cruise 
vacation. The purpose of this 
exploratory study is to identify the 
major factors of satisfaction 
through exploratory factor anal- 
ysis, and then determine which of 
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Table 1 
Conceptualizations of sewice quality and satisfaction 

Authar(s) Dimension Formula 

Smith & Houston Senice quality = Perceived service - expected service 

G m m s  Senice quality = Received quality - expected quality 

Zeithaml, et al. Service quality = Perceived service - desired service 

Zeithaml, et al. Satisfaction = Perceived service - predicted service 

these factors contributes most to 
customers' overall perception of 
quality. 

Multiple cruises sampled 
The sample used in the current 

study was randomly selected over a 
three-month period as part of a 
larger study. The host company is 
a large U.S. cruise line with ships 
sailing throughout the Caribbean, 
Alaska, and western Mexico. All the 
ships available at the time of data 
collection were included in the 
study. A total of nine ships were 
surveyed two times, for a total of 18 
cruises. Six of these cruises were 
three to fourday sailings and the 
remaining 12 were seven-day 
cruises. As part of the data collec- 
tion procedures, a company repre- 
sentative who sailed during each of 
the cruises was asked to record any 
extraneous events that might inter- 
fere with customer satisfaction, 
such as poor weather, mechanical 
&culties, or mugh seas. As none 
of these cruises faced such &cul- 
ties, all were included in the study. 

A total of 14,997 customers 
filled out a 34-item customer satis- 
faction measure on the h a l  day of 
their cruise. Once completed, the 

survey was returned in a drop box 
at designated areas on board the 
ship. Responses to the survey were 
anonymous and participation was 
voluntary. The sample consisted of 
a wide range of age groups h m  
children to senior citizens. Table 2 
provides a breakdown of the sample 
age groups; 55 percent of the 
customers were first time cruisers, 
and 31 percent of the repeat 
customers had sailed with the host 
company previously. 

The 34item customer satisfac- 
tion measure used in the study is a 
proprietary survey used by the host 
company. The survey measures 
three major areas of satisfaction, 
including hospitality, performance, 
and food service. Respondents were 
asked to indicate the extent to 
which various dimensions of the 
cruise met their expectations. The 
survey used a four-point scale 
including (1) "Exceeded my expec- 
tations," (2) "Met my expectations," 
(3) "Opportunity for improvement," 
and (4) YNIkn Sample items under 
hospitality included the courtesy 
and friendliness of the embarkation 
staff and the overall hospitality of 
the staff; under performance, the 
service and quality of the purser's 
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Age breakdown of customer sample 

Age Frequency Percent Valid % Cumulative% 
under 18 1624 10.8 11.1 11.1 

18-24 1761 11.7 12.0 23.0 
25-34 2913 19.4 19.8 42.9 
35-44 3401 22.7 23.2 66.0 
45-54 2997 20.0 20.4 86.4 
55-64 1173 7.8 8.0 94.4 
65-74 631 4.2 4.3 98.7 
75+ 188 1.3 1.3 100.0 

Total 14688 97.9 100.0 

Missing 309 2.0 

Total 14997 100.0 

desk and the daily servicing of the 
cabin, and under food service, the 
quality and presentation of the 
dining rmm food and the quality of 
bar service. 

The hospitality section 
consisted of eight items such as the 
embarkation staff, purser and 
information desk, and overall staff 
hospitality. The performance 
section consisted of 14 items such as 
the entertainers, the gift shop staff 
and selection, and cabin services. 
The final section, food service, 
consisted of 12 items such as food 
variety, restaurant service, and 
room service quality. In addition to 
the specific satisfaction items, two 
other items were included relatmg 
to overall perception of quality. 
Customers were asked to compare 
the value of their cruise vacation 
with other vacations, and the 
overall enjoyment of their cruise. 

Questions are tested 
As this is not an empirically veri- 

fied assessment of customer satis- 

faction or service quality, threats to 
validity and mliability exist. For 
example, past research suggests 
that many satisfaction measures are 
prone to response bias, thereby 
reducing validity and reliability.'71b 
minimize these threats several steps 
were taken. First, a review of 
current service quahty and customer 
satisfaction instruments was 
conducted. Previously tested 
measures such as SERVQUm and 
SERVPFEF were examined to iden- 
tify the style and wording of the 
que~tions.'~ Similarities between 
these established measures and the 
pmprietary instrument would help 
to establish face validity. Although 
the dimensions and the scale types 
differ between the measures, much 
similarity exists in the format of the 
questions. 

To further establish face 
validity, 48 MBA students were 
asked to compare the proprietary 
measure with SERVQUAL to deter- 
mine the intent of each question- 
naire. The students indicated that 
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each measure was designed to 
determine the extent to which 
service expectations were met, but 
on differing dimensions. Where 
SERVQUAL asks about expecta- 
tions and perceptions, the propri- 
etary measure focused on 
perceptions only. 

Next, the psychometric proper- 
ties of the measure used in this 
study were tested through 
exploratory and codmatory factor 
analyses. By assessing the factor 
structure of the instrument, 
adequate construct validity should 
Obe provided. Further, the internal 
consistency of the factors identified 
was assessed to complement the 
factor analyses. 

The data analysis process was 
broken down into two stages. First, 
the data were randomly split with 
the tirst half used to conduct an 
exploratory factor analysis. Once 
the major factors of customer satis- 
faction were identified, the 
remaining half of the data was used 
to create a structural equation 
model (SEM) to determine which 
customer satisfaction factors had 
the greatest impact on customers' 
overall perception of quality. 

Given the dearth of empirical 
research on customer satisfaction 
in the cruise industry, an 
exploratory process was selected. 
The first half of the data (n= 7499) 
was subject to an exploratory factor 
analysis using oblique rotation, 
which is preferred when a high 
correlation between the factors is 
expected i . . ,  non-orth~gonal).'~ 
Four fadors emerged with eigen- 
values greater than one accounting 

for 70.4 percent of the variance. A 
Scree test was also conducted 
which supported the four-factor 
solution. In the initial analysis, six 
items loaded on more than one 
factor and were subsequently 
removed from the analysis. 

The largest factor consisted of 
15 items (a=.96) and was termed 
"on board services." The next fador 
consisting of six items (a=.81) was 
labeled "food and beverage," whlle 
the final two factors consisted of 
three items (a =.73) and four items 
(a=.83), respectively, and were 
labeled 'lodging services" and "on- 
board entertainment." 

Perceptions of quality tested 
The second step in the analysis 

was to determine which of the 
established factors contributed 
most to customer's overall percep- 
tion of qual~ty." Structural equation 
modeling (SEMY' with LISREL 8 
was used to test the measurement 
properties of the factor ~ t ~ d u r e  
identified in the exploratory anal- 
ysis, and determine the impact on 
perceptions of quality. Anderson 
and Gerbing suggest a two-step 
approach toward SEM. The first 
step is to test validity of the indica- 
tors used in the measurement 
model. The next step is to idenhfy 
the relationship between the latent 
variables and test the strudural 
model. The measurement model 
was tested with the four previously 
identified factors as indicators of 
the latent construct labeled 
"customer satisfaction." Another 
latent construct was created with 
the two overall quality items from 
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the customer satisfaction question- 
naire (value and enjoyment) and 
labeled "customer's perception of 
quality.." The correlation matrix 
used in the analysis is illustrated in 
Table 3. 

The measurement model fit 
well as demonstrated by fit statis- 
tics such as Comparative Fit Index 
(CFI) = .99, Normed Fit Index (NFI) 
= .99, Goodness of Fit Index (GFI) = 
.99, and Adjusted Goodness of Fit 
Index (AGFI) = .98. The chi-square 
of 155.20 with eight degrees of 
freedom was not stat is t idy signif- 
icant (w.01). Generally, a statisti- 
cally significant chi-square is 
desired as a measure of model fit, 
however this statistic is greatly 
affected by large sample si~es.2~ 
Subsequently, other goodness-of-fit 
indices are useful in determining 
model fit when using large 
 sample^.^ Based on the above, the 
four-factors structure identified in 
the exploratory analysis is 
supported, as is the "customer's 
perception of quality" construct. 

Satisfaction is tested 
Next, a path was added to 

the measurement model with 
"customer satisfaction" as the inde- 
pendent variable and "customer's 
perception of quality" as the depen- 
dent variable as shown in *am 1. 

The model fit well as shown by 
CFI= .99, NFI= .99,GFI= .99, and 
AGFI= .98. Again the chi-square 
was high relative to the degrees of 
freedom (155.18, df. 8, ps.01); 
however, the overall fit determined 
by the goodness-of-fit-indices 
suggests the model fits the data 

adequately. The path model illus- 
trates standardized path coeffi- 
cients ranging h m  .61-.82 (p<_.05) 
for each of the indicators of 
"customer satisfactionn with "on 
board services" maintaining the 
strongest relationship. The path 
from "customer satisfaction," to 
"customer's perception of quality" 
was statistically significant, 
accounting for 42 percent of the 
variance. Given the fit of the model 
and significant factor loachgs, "on- 
board servicesn has the greatest 
impact on overall customer satis- 
faction and, subsequently, 
customer's perceptions of quality 
within the studied sample. 

Among the four fadors identi- 
fied by the analysis, the largest was 
labeled "on-board services." The 15 
items within this factor included 
the following: purser services, casino 
services, photography, children's 
activities, embarkation services, 
heath spa, tow, the gfi shop, food 
and beverage overall, food and 
beverage bar service, and overall 
hospitality of the cruise staff. There 
fore, the overall experience of the 
guest outside of histher berth had 
the greatest impact on the guest's 
perception of a "quality" cruise. 

In addition to the variety of on- 
board services identified, another 
factor was formed h m  six items and 
labeled Yood and beverage." This 
factor consisted of items related to 
dining mom services such as quality 
of food, performance of food server, 
busing performance within dining 
areas, and food variety. 

The 6nal two factors consisted 
of three items each and were iden- 
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Table 3 
Means, standard deviations, and conelati0nS 
of variables used in the structural analysis. 
Mean Std 1 2 3 4 5 6 

1. Value 2.50 .60 1.000 
2. Enjoyment 2.35 .14 ,270 1.000 
3. On-board 2.33 .42 ,379 .I74 1.000 
4. F&B 2.58 .43 ,400 ,193 ,624 1.000 
5. Lodging 2.76 .39 ,293 ,147 ,478 ,505 1.000 
6. Entextah 2.52 .51 ,369 ,186 ,624 ,538 ,428 1.000 

Note. Allcoml~r~ons sgnmcanr (pc 01). Value - Overall value of vacaoOn, Enpymenf - C?eraIler!py- 
m e n r o f n u ~ ,  On-toad - On-boardsetvres, FBB - Foodandbeverage, L&IIIQ - L@llngsems. 
Entehlin - On-boad entenalnment. 

Diagram 1 
Path model of customer satisfaction 

and sewice quality in the cruise indu4hy. 

Note: AII path wsftwents s@nificsnt ( ~ . 0 1 ) .  

- 
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tified as "lodging servicesn and 
"entertainment." Cabin steward 
performance and the hospitable 
interaction between the guest and 
the steward accounted for this 
factor. Tntertainment" was the 
h a l  factor and was categorized as 
such because it included such items 
as the entertainers, the quality of 
shows, the performance of the 
cruise director, and the variety 
offered. 

Marketing is affected 
The implications of identifying 

on-board services as having the 
most impact on the customer's 
overall perception of quality are 
important for the future of 
marketing &s to the consumer 
and inviting repeat business. 
Knowing the attributes of an expe- 
rience or benefits sought by the 
guest can help cruise line marketers 
promote those segments among 
identifiable potential customers. 
On-board services are significant to 
the customer and can be used in 
advertising for positioning. One of 
the problems within cruise line 
marketing is image differentiation. 
Data analyzed in this study can 
allow marketers to focus on the 
physical atmosphere of the ship in 
order to develop a strong and 
distinctive image h m  competitors. 

Another implication of the 
impact on-board services have on 
overall satisfaction is the relative 
unimportance of the itinerary. It 
may be that once the itinerary is 
selected, the positive or negative 
aspects of the experience (be it real 
or perceived) may be less important 

than the comfort and security of 
returning to the ship. Where the 
experience of a port of call varies 
due to numerous variables, passen- 
gers know what to expect when 
returning to the ship. This may 
provide another opportunity for 
cruise line marketers to impact 
consumer purchase decisions. 

Service quality of the staff is 
also critical. Cruise personnel must 
be carefully hired and trained in 
order to impact the perception of a 
quality experience by the customer. 
No matter the area of the ship, the 
interaction between the crew 
member and passenger will play a 
significant role in how the cruise is 
perceived. While customer satisfac- 
tion is a mainstay focus for cruise 
marketers, service quality is less so. 
Focused efforts on this dimension 
may reap signiscant benefits in 
revenue. 

Food is also important 
Quality of food and beverages 

was also detemnined to be impor- 
tant to the guest. Cruise lines have 
long been touted for quantity of food 
on board, but the implications from 
this study suggest that food q u a l i ~  
variety, and presentation may be 
most important. Advertising with 
visual representations of the food 
variety and quality may be useful. 
In addition, providing background 
and nutritional information 
regarding food preparation and 
service may draw further attention. 
Cruise line websites are an ideal 
vehicle for this type of promotion. 

Passenger perceptions were 
also greatly impacted by incabin 
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lodging experiences. The cabin 
steward plays a critical role in 
overall quality perception, perhaps 
due to the personal nature of the 
service. Cruise line organizations 
need to critically examine the 
service differentiation within the 
berths. A cabin steward's atten- 
tiveness should be distinctive and 
hospitable to positively benefit the 
customer's perception of quality. 

Finally, formal entertainment 
on-board was also found to be an 
important factor in the overall 
cruise experience. Although not as 
critical as some of the other fadors, 
entertainment may serve to provide 
a value-added competitive advan- 
tage to cruise operators. The enter- 
tainers and performance of the 
cruise diredors can enhanee the 
overall quality of the show and, 
subsequently, the overall impres- 
sion of the cruise. In addition, the 
shows must contain ample variety 
in order to have far-reaching impli- 
cations of quality, particularly 
when comparisons are made with 
competing vacation destinations. 

While the results of this study 
provide some direction for cruise 
line marketers, several limitations 
exist. For instance, although the 
sample size is very large, the data 
came from a single cruise line, 
albeit nine ships in total were 
included from this s w a r  line. 
Moreover, participation was volun- 
tary and all responses were self- 
reported, which could potentially 
bias the results. Another limitation 
is the varying length of the cruises, 
which skewed the time involved in 
the experience and could have 

influenced the respondents. 
Conversely, those who did not 
participate by completing a survey 
may also hold perceptions relevant 
to the overall outcome of this study. 
Finally, the customer satisfaction 
measure was a proprietary one, as 
opposed to a standard and more 
rigorously designed customer satis- 
fadion measure. 

Replication can assist 
'lb counter the limitations of 

this study and further investigate 
the fadors found here, several steps 
may be taken. First, this study 
could be replicated among several 
cruise lines of varying lengths of 
itineraries and ports of call. This 
would allow comparisons and simi- 
larities to be analyzed. Such an 
investigation would allow cruise 
h e  operators to identify areas of 
differentiation. Further, future 
studies could examine the specific 
items within the on-board services 
factor to see how the various facets 
interrelate. It may be that this 
factor is only most important 
within the studied sample rather 
than across the industry as a whole. 

To counter the Imitations of the 
proprietary measure used here, 
replication could take place using a 
more mainstream, valid, and reli- 
able survey measurement. This 
would enhance the generalizability 
of the findings and allow more 
detailed investigation of the fa-. 

The tremendous growth of the 
cruise industry has forced 
marketers to refine the cruise vaca- 
tion experience. 'b the extent that 
marketing professionals desire to 
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satisfy passengers, this type of 
investigation is necessary. Further 
examination of the factors that 
impact satisfaction and quality help 
to differentiate cruise 6rms and 
create an opportunity to seize 
competitive advantage. With fore- 
casts for increased growth over the 
next decade, such examination may 
be required to counter the pres- 
sures of increased competition. 
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