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Abstract  

 

The knowledge base for cruise holidays is conceptually underdeveloped and 

narrowly focused on health and safety and environmental concerns. This critical 

review of risk research in relation to ocean cruising identifies knowledge gaps 

revealing the significance of factors such as financial, performance, time-loss, 

opportunity, functional, social and psychological risk. This review calls for a 

wider conceptualisation of risk that moves beyond an emphasis on physical risk. 

A deeper understanding of risk in ocean cruising contributes to cruise research 

and to the wider discourse in tourism and risk studies, and provides significant 

empirical and conceptual insights for future research. 

 

1. Introduction   

 

Negotiating risk, whether directly or unconsciously encountered, is an inevitable part of 

everyday life, a life that for many individuals includes going on holiday. Conceptual 

and empirical research on risk in relation to tourism has a long history supporting an 

extensive body of knowledge. While research on understanding travel related risk often 

increases in response to global crises (Korstanje, 2009; Lee et al., 2021; Pennington-

Gray, 2018; Yang & Nair, 2014; Yang et al., 2017), there have been few attempts to 

understand tourists’ risk perception in relation to cruise holidays with scholars calling 

for more research (Holland; 2020; Le & Arcodia, 2018; Quintal et al., 2021). This gap 
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in knowledge is significant as the presence of risk, whether real or perceived, has the 

potential to influence tourist decision-making.  

The COVID-19 pandemic has further highlighted the importance of risk and risk 

perception for the travel sector generally and specifically in relation to ocean cruising. 

The impacts of the pandemic on the cruise industry are unprecedented with widespread 

disruption affecting millions of passengers with holiday plans cancelled and cruise 

companies facing economic losses (Chen et al., 2021). Several cruise ships were turned 

away from ports, highlighting the challenging legalities facing cruise companies seeking 

access from coastal states (Choquet & Sam-Lefebvre;  2020). Initial estimates suggest a 

$50 billion loss across the cruise sector for the first six months of the pandemic (Cruise 

Lines International Association [CLIA], 2020), with three cruise lines (Birka Cruises, 

Cruise & Maritime Voyages, and Pullmantur Cruises) going into administration because 

of the pandemic (The Maritime Executive, 2020). The handling of COVID-19 onboard 

challenges the perception of a cruise as a ‘safe holiday’ (see Choquet & Sam-Lefebvre, 

2020; Cordesmeyer & Papathanassis, 2011; Holland, 2020). This is significant because 

cruise tourists have been described as risk-averse (Tarlow, 2006), and this perception of 

a cruise as ‘safe’ has assisted in the robust growth of the industry with pre-pandemic 

global forecasts of a record 32 million passengers in 2020 (CLIA, 2019).  

While risk is an inherent part of travel (Ritchie & Jiang, 2019; Williams & Baláž, 

2013) risk in tourism has been narrowly understood to influence holiday choice in terms 

of destination avoidance (see Karl, 2016, 2018; Reichel et al., 2009). A holistic 

understanding of risk is required because of the multi-dimensional nature of a cruise 

holiday in that to go cruising entails not just the ports visited, but also aspects related to 

onboard, onshore and social experiences. Although there are many types of cruises, for 
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example river or expedition cruises, this article focuses on mass market mega-ship 

ocean cruise holidays. The size and characteristics of this type of cruise experience have 

the potential to contribute significant insights into the role and influence of risk in 

tourist decision-making. A cruise holiday is a particularly useful focus for examining 

consumer understandings of risk because the complex decision-making involved (Bahja 

et al., 2019; Petrick et al., 2007; Xie et al., 2012) and highlights the multi-faceted nature 

of risk in the context of ocean cruising. Given the propensity for perceptions of risk to 

influence decisions about whether or not to take a cruise holiday, it is surprising that the 

literature in this area is conceptually under-developed and narrowly focused on health 

and safety and environmental concerns. A deeper understanding of how risk is 

perceived, constructed and interpreted for a cruise holiday will not only contribute to 

cruise research but also to the wider discourse in tourism and risk studies. 

Understanding risk perception is also important for examining tourist decision-making 

and this paper makes a significant contribution to this area. 

Given the above arguments, this article critically reviews how academic literature 

conceptualises risk in cruise holidays, identifying gaps and limitations in knowledge and 

how these may be addressed by further research. While existing literature includes 

reviews that critique tourism and risk, there is a limited focus on risk in relation to 

cruise holidays generally and specifically in relation to ocean cruising. The discussion is 

organized into three sections. First, it explores key definitions and developments 

theorizing risk in tourism providing a foundation for the second section, which focuses 

on existing understandings of risk in cruise holidays. The final section concludes the 

review by identifying specific directions for future empirical and conceptual research.  

 

2. Methodology 
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As the intention is to synthesise the limitations, challenges and possibilities for risk 

related research in the ocean cruising context, a discursive content analysis of existing 

literature was adopted. The literature review conducted focused on articles published in 

peer-reviewed tourism journals. This source type was selected because the peer review 

process provides a significant, high-quality benchmark for understanding the 

development trajectory of research. The search focused on sources published between 

2004 and 2019, with 59 cruise related publications identified for review. The final part 

of the selection process required an article to meet the following criteria: 1) a focus on 

risk in relation to ocean cruising, 2) is published in a peer-reviewed journal or is a 

significant academic contribution in another source type, and 3) offers specific insight 

into understanding tourists’ perception of risk in ocean cruising. These publications 

represent a significant contribution as either a standard reference source included in 

published cruise research, and/or a source directly employed in the design of a specific 

piece of empirical research.  Whilst the presence of the global pandemic and its impacts 

on the cruise sector is current at the time of writing, this critical review, in the main, 

precedes this event. The time frame selected provides a foundation for understanding 

tourists’ perceptions of risk in cruise holidays and serves as a platform for future 

empirical research that will undoubtably encompass the COVID-19 pandemic of 2020-

2021. 

 

3. Conceptualising risk in tourism 

 

3.1 Defining risk 

 

Risk has been an area of research for decades with many attempts to define, 

conceptualise and understand it, yet there is no universally agreed upon definition 

(Aven & Renn, 2009; Boholm et al., 2016; Renn, 2017; Sjöberg, 2000; Wolff et al., 
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2019). Defining risk depends on epistemological and ontological positions with 

objective risk existing for those situated in a more positivist worldview, which accepts 

the world exists independently of being perceived (Aven & Kristensen, 2005).   

However, this review accepts an interpretivist perspective that all risk is subjective 

and socially constructed (Douglas & Wildavsky, 1982; Slovic et al., 1981) with 

meaning ascribed to it by an individual. This is significant as in consumer and tourism 

decision-making, determining whether risk is ‘real’ or perceived is irrelevant. For 

consumers, objective and subjective risk function in the same way (Fuchs & Reichel, 

2004, 2011; Jacoby & Kaplan, 1972; Mitchell, 1999), with risk in all purchases because 

the consumer can never be completely certain of success (Bauer, 1960). Therefore, for 

the purposes of this review, risk is defined as the potential to lose something of value 

(Priest, 1990). A value may include “physical health, social status, emotional well-being 

or financial wealth” (Kungwani, 2014, p. 83).   

Perceived risk has been defined as “a consumer's beliefs about the potential 

uncertainty associated with negative outcomes in a purchase situation” (Kim et al., 

2008, p. 546).  It is the overall amount of uncertainty perceived by a consumer about a 

specific purchase (Cox & Rich, 1964; Li et al., 2020; Schiffman et al., 2011). Risk 

perceptions refer to how people judge, characterise and evaluate uncertainty (Slovic et 

al., 1982), they are how people think about and consider risk.  Perceived risk is 

comprised of two components; uncertainty and consequences (Bauer, 1960; 

Cunningham, 1967; Lin et al., 2009; Stern et al., 1977; Taylor, 1974). Uncertainty refers 

to the product, the purchase and the overall subjective uncertainty experienced by the 

consumer. Consequences refer to the importance of the loss (Bauer, 1960; Dowling, 
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1986), and are adverse outcomes related to functional, performance or psychological 

goals, including money and time spent to achieve the buying goals (Lin et al., 2009). 

 

Understandings of risk in tourism 

Understanding how tourists feel about risk is important because its presence, whether 

real or perceived, has the power to influence tourist decision-making (Floyd & 

Pennington-Gray, 2004; Karl, 2018). Understanding why travellers avoid certain 

destinations is just as relevant as why they choose to travel to others (Sönmez & Graefe, 

1998a), and this is a critical gap when considered in a cruise context.   

In most studies examining tourists’ perceptions of risk, it is considered to be a 

negative and unwanted factor, and overwhelmingly positioned in relation to health or 

safety (see Fuchs & Reichel, 2011; Le & Arcodia, 2018; Roehl & Fesenmaier, 1992; 

Simpson & Siguaw, 2008; Sönmez & Graefe, 1998b). Risk is treated as negative 

because the theorising of risk in tourism has largely drawn on risk as understood within 

consumer decision-making, which posits risk from a positivist perspective and is largely 

based on expected utility theory from economics (Mansfeld, 1992; Schoemaker, 1982; 

Sirakaya & Woodside, 2005). In expected utility theory, individuals are considered 

rational decision-makers, goal-oriented and able to maximize utility (Bettman et al., 

1998, Decrop & Snelders, 2005; Hosany & Witham, 2010; Mansfeld, 1992; Sirakaya & 

Woodside, 2005), with risk considered to be an impediment to achieving an objective. 

Li et al. (2020) found if there is too much risk, the purchase is abandoned, or steps taken 

to mitigate the level of risk as they found a direct negative relationship between risk 

perception and purchase behaviour. 

Much of the conceptualisation of risk in tourism has drawn on the work of Jacoby 

and Kaplan (1972) and Roselius (1971), which have been fundamental for considering 
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how risk influences consumer decision-making. Jacoby and Kaplan (1972) identified 

five types of perceived risk in a consumer purchase situation: financial, performance, 

physical, psychological and social. Financial risk refers to the chance of losing money 

or wealth if the purchase does not work. Performance risk is the likelihood of the 

purchase not working effectively or not meeting expectations of how the purchase 

should work. Physical risk is the possibility that the item may be unsafe or that it may 

be harmful or injurious to health or well-being. Psychological risk refers to the chance 

that the item does not align well with self-image or self-concept, in contrast to social 

risk, which denotes concern about what others may think about that person by 

association with or by using the product or service. Roselius (1971) identified a sixth 

risk, time-loss, referring to the potential for a product to fail where the consumer wastes 

time and effort in repairing, replacing or adjusting the item. A seventh risk, opportunity-

loss (Lee et al., 2001) evolved later in response to concerns that perceived time-loss did 

not sufficiently explain the loss of opportunity and potential regret when a purchase 

failed by comparison with the time, effort and cost taken to search for an alternative 

product or service. However, with the exception of online purchasing, opportunity-loss 

risk has not been widely accepted in the literature (see Osman et al., 2010; Puranik & 

Bansal, 2014). This is because in terms of non-monetary loss related to time, 

opportunity and/or convenience, time-loss risk has been considered a more appropriate 

description of risk perception. An eighth risk, equipment risk, is found only in the 

tourism literature and is defined as “the possibility of mechanical, equipment or 

organisational problems with a purchase” (Roehl & Fesenmaier, 1992, p. 18) 

encompassing the malfunctioning or unavailability of equipment including mechanical 

failure. Equipment risk is not widely applied outside of tourism research, perhaps 
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reflective of the dominance of early classifications of risk. However, within marketing, 

functional risk has emerged as a category of risk referring to financial, performance and 

physical concerns (see Zhang & Hou, 2017). Although functional and equipment risk 

are used interchangeably in the tourism literature, for consistency this review adopts the 

term functional risk to refer to the potential risks associated with mechanical, equipment 

or organisational failures. Table 1 summarises the typologies of risk discussed above. 

 

Table 1. Types of Perceived Risk 

 

INSERT TABLE 1 HERE   

 

While Jacoby and Kaplan’s framework has been extensively applied to consumer and 

tourist studies on risk (see Park & Tussyadiah, 2017; Reisinger & Mavondo, 2006; 

Roehl & Fesenmaier, 1992; Simpson & Siguaw, 2008), the existing application of 

consumer risk within a tourism context is underdeveloped. This is largely because 

tourism is a multi-faceted service industry characterised by perishability, intangibility, 

inseparability, and variability (Fuchs & Reichel, 2011). Such factors mean that there is a 

higher level of risk associated with travel products due to the high costs involved in 

providing a service and the complex decision-making involved (Lin et al., 2009). The 

consumer risk typology is inadequate to fully explain the multi-dimensional nature of 

risk in travel because it was created with consumer goods in mind, not services. 

Furthermore, in 2018 Deng and Ritchie argued not only was there no widely accepted 

model for examining individual tourists’ risk perceptions, but also the prevailing 

methodologies and frameworks were inconsistent across tourism studies, making the 

comparison of findings difficult thereby hampering the empirical and conceptual 

development of risk perception. Wolff et al. (2019) further argued research on tourist 

risk perceptions are hindered by diverging conceptual and operational definitions and 
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lack awareness of the effect of heuristics and biases. These represent critical gaps and 

demonstrate a need for more research on understanding how tourists perceive and 

understand risk.   

Before exploring how risk is conceptualised in cruise holidays, it is necessary to first 

consider risk in tourism. Table 2 presents the key contributions emanating from the 

literature for considering risk in tourism, organized by theme and main contribution of 

the article. The table identifies seminal research influencing the understanding of tourist 

risk perceptions, understandings that continue to shape the discourse of risk, including 

risk in cruising. Notably, few entries are conceptual (see Korstanje, 2009; Williams & 

Baláž, 2013), with most adopting an empirical and quantitative approach. The literature 

also reflects an emphasis on research positioning risk in relation to the effect on 

destination decision-making.   

 

Table 2. Key Contributions to Conceptualising Risk in Tourism 

 

INSERT TABLE 2 HERE  

 

Four main conclusions can be drawn from Table 2. Firstly, it demonstrates tourism 

risk research has focused primarily on identifying specific factors that help inform the 

perception of risk, such as preference for novelty/familiarity and sensation-seeking 

(Cohen, 1972; Lepp & Gibson, 2003; Wang et al., 2019), socio-cultural factors (Gibson 

& Yiannakis, 2002; Kim et al., 2008), subjective knowledge (Perpiña et al., 2021) and 

travel experience (Karl et al., 2020; Morakabati et al., 2012; Roehl & Fesenmaier, 

1992). The extent to which, and how gender influences tourist risk perceptions 

continues to raise questions, (see Jordan & Gibson, 2005; Lepp & Gibson, 2003; Li et 

al., 2020; Yang et al., 2017) with no agreed opinion. The propensity for risk-taking 

behaviour is also influenced by national culture, as evidenced by Hofstede’s (1983) 
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uncertainty avoidance dimension scale, but also through differences in social risk-

taking, such as not wanting to disrupt group cohesion (Hsee & Weber, 1999; Mandel, 

2003). Ultimately, how risk is perceived differs between individuals and depends on 

factors including personality attributes, demographics, socio-cultural dimensions and 

past tourist experience (Bowen et al., 2014; Chien et al., 2017; Fuchs & Reichel, 2004; 

Le & Arcodia, 2018; Lepp & Gibson, 2003; Wang et al., 2019).  

Although Table 2 represents a significant body of work, tourism risk research to date 

is often reductionist in that it overly focuses on demographics and psychographics to the 

detriment of explicit acknowledgement as to the complexity of how risk may be 

perceived, constructed and interpreted. Using a reductionist approach also fails to take 

into account the socially constructed nature of risk, and how nuanced perceptions can 

be. 

Secondly, Table 2 reflects the differentiation of travellers in terms of what is referred 

to as risk appetite (Society for Risk Analysis, 2018) and in relation to the amount of risk 

a tourist is willing to accept in the pursuit of values and/or interests. Cohen’s (1972) 

tourist typology was an early conceptualisation of tourist decision-making in relation to 

preference for novelty or familiarity. However, his work does not take account of 

different holidays, diverse decision-making strategies, associated with the purpose of 

the trip, destination, or who is travelling. Others have argued novelty-seekers tolerate 

higher levels of risk (see Lepp & Gibson, 2003; Morakabati et al., 2012; Reisinger & 

Mavondo, 2005) in terms of how personality influences perceived risk and risk taking 

(see Morakabati & Kapuściński, 2016; Sönmez & Graefe, 1998a). This highlights the 

need for future research into the relationship between personality and risk perception.  
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Thirdly, Table 2 emphasises the extent to which some of the literature is based upon 

variations of Jacoby and Kaplan’s (1972) risk typology. While useful as a starting point, 

such variations do not fully explain the complexity of risk in leisure travel because, as 

already noted, the typology was created for a consumer goods context; yet the tourism 

literature continues to draw on this early categorisation (see examples Dayour et al., 

2019; Gong & Liang, 2019). Indeed, many studies have applied their risk types to 

tourism contexts per se when what is required is an appreciation of specific holiday 

types for example, where multiple destinations are visited or where particular modes of 

travel comprise a key element of the holiday experience. While Reisinger and Mavondo 

(2005) and Simpson and Siguaw (2008) offer a more comprehensive overview of travel 

risks, these have not been developed further or embraced by the tourism literature.   

Fourthly, the literature indicates a focus on the relationship between risk and tourist 

decision-making in relation to destination choice. Several studies (see Floyd et al., 

2003; Fuchs & Reichel, 2011; Karl, 2016, 2018; Kozak et al., 2007; Kim et al., 2016; 

Lepp & Gibson, 2008; Reisinger & Mavondo, 2005; Yang & Nair, 2014) recognize 

perceived risk as a significant factor influencing destination choice and travel decision-

making, especially travel intentions, information search and pre-purchase behaviours. 

Risk has largely been theorized as having a negative effect on destination choice (Floyd 

& Pennington-Gray, 2004; Kim et al., 2016; Sharifpour et al., 2014a; Sönmez & Graefe, 

1998b) which again fails to address the complexity of risk. Indeed, few studies explore 

risk beyond conventional consumer risk applications, and much of the tourism literature 

treats risk as being synonymous with the notion of crisis, identifying a need to manage 

risk and provide managerial responses (see Pennington-Gray, 2018; Ritchie & Jiang, 

2019). Dolnicar’s (2005) study is a significant contribution to risk in relation to tourism 
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because of its use of both qualitative and quantitative methods to conduct a 

comprehensive exploration of risk dimensions in relation to political, environmental, 

health, planning, and property.  

In summary, Table 2 highlights the over-reliance by researchers of Jacoby and 

Kaplan’s categorisation as applied to tourism. The Table further demonstrates the need 

to adopt research methods and theoretical frameworks embracing alternative approaches 

to those associated with deductive reasoning and positivism. While Yang et al. (2017) is 

one of the few studies to move in this direction, the lack of other such research indicates 

there is a significant gap in understanding the subtleties inherent in the relationship 

between risk and tourist decision-making in tourism beyond destination avoidance. The 

other gaps identified include the need to better understand how tourists perceive and 

understand risk and the relationship between personality and risk perception. The 

following section builds on the above discussion to focus more specifically on the 

understanding of risk in cruise holidays including key contributions and research gaps.  

 

4. Existing understandings of risk in cruise holidays 

    

As previously argued, cruises are particularly relevant for examining conceptualisations 

of risk. The consumer decision-making process is complex (Bahja et al., 2019; Petrick 

et al., 2007; Xie et al., 2012) and the consumption experience is characterised by what 

Gibson (2012) refers to as ‘complementarity’. Here, ocean cruising is not a single 

product but a series of complementary services that come together to create an overall 

cruise experience. A cruise is a simultaneous consumption of transportation, 

accommodation, hospitality and ports visited. A cruise is a complex tourist experience 

and deciding to take a cruise is often a highly involved and emotive process (Bahja et 

al., 2019; Hung & Petrick, 2011; Petrick et al., 2007). The complexity of decision-
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making lies in the need to select from more than 60 cruise brands with widely differing 

destinations and itineraries, varying cabin types and complex pricing structures. A 

cruise consumer also needs to consider: transportation to and from the ship, which often 

includes international air travel (Bahja et al., 2019), shore excursions; and a range of 

onboard aspects such as attire including social expectations and dining etiquette (Lester, 

2017), and what may be the prevailing ‘norms’ associated with staff gratuities (see Lynn 

& Kwortnik, 2015; Torres, 2016). Existing elements of tourist risk focus on a singular 

destination, whereas a cruise encompasses multiple destinations, all with differing 

images and associated risk perceptions. The complexity of decision-making associated 

with a cruise holiday highlights the multi-faceted nature of risk not only in relation to 

the eight perceived risks as summarised by Table 1. These risks could be in relation to 

the inherent social practices distinctive to a cruise holiday including formal dining and 

the social conventions connected with maritime traditions and histories (Lester, 2017; 

Yarnal & Kerstetter, 2005).  

This critical review moves beyond a focus on physical risk in relation to health and 

safety concerns (see Holland, 2020; Le & Arcodia, 2018; Liu-Lastres et al., 2018) and 

argues for a broader and more nuanced understanding of risk that takes into account risk 

factors that include but also go beyond financial, performance, social and psychological, 

functional, time-loss and opportunity-loss as these have been found unsatisfactory when 

applied to cruise. This position is in line with the findings from contemporary research 

by such as Le and Arcodia (2018) and Gong and Liang (2019). For example, Le and 

Arcodia’s (2018) framework for understanding risk in cruising suggests physical and 

equipment risk as being the most relevant risk types based upon findings that identified 

infectious outbreaks, sexually transmitted diseases, motion sickness, cruise accidents, 
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terrorism, piracy and crime as the most significant risks. Similarly, Gong and Liang’s 

(2019) research into risk perceptions in relation to cruising utilizing existing consumer 

risk definitions identified three new dimensions of risk perception (service, facility and 

communication). Significantly, communication risk focuses on the potential concerns 

and anxieties cruise tourists may have through difficulties with language or cultural 

barriers. Likewise, there are new types of risk emerging that may be cruise specific, 

such as Panko and Henthorne’s (2019) study of criminal activity, which introduced 

environmental risk in relation to air and water pollution. Air or water pollution are not 

mentioned in the consumer or tourist literature in relation to how risk may be interpreted 

in a cruise context and hence how such aspects might influence tourist decision-making. 

As important as the above studies are, they still do not fully account for the complexities 

inherent in the relationship between risk perception and decision making in the context 

of ocean cruising.   

Therefore, Table 3 brings together key contributions to theorizing risk in cruising and 

is organized by risk type to demonstrate emphasis, and chronologically to show 

conceptual development. The studies included were selected according to the 

methodology previously outlined. Where appropriate, some entries are listed more than 

once if the key contribution of the research is relevant for more than one aspect of risk. 

Notably, the majority of these entries pertain to health or safety and are quantitative in 

nature. 

 

Table 3. Key Studies Related to Risk in Cruise Holidays 

 

INSERT TABLE 3 HERE  
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Table 3 highlights how the existing understanding of risk in cruise holidays is 

overwhelmingly conceptualised in relation to health, safety and physical well-being. A 

summary of the extent to which this is so is provided by Table 4. This is not to negate 

the significance of these risk types for example, events such as the grounding of the 

Costa Concordia and the COVID-19 pandemic  are reminders of why these types of risk 

tend to dominate the cruise research agenda. Significantly, however, at the time of 

writing there are few studies specifically focusing on risk awareness, perceptions and 

decision-making in the aftermath of the COVID-19 pandemic. Radic et al. (2020) 

explored cruise lines’ crisis management and weak leadership during the pandemic, 

while other studies have examined rates of infection amongst passengers and crew 

(Mizumoto & Chowell, 2020; Rocklöv et al., 2020). Holland et al. (2021) explores how 

risk perceptions have changed as a result of Covid-19, and the impact this has on 

willingness and intentions to cruise. While useful, it is too early to determine the extent 

to which these areas will feature as part of future research examining the impact of the 

global pandemic and reveals once again research on risk in cruising rarely encompasses 

other aspects of consumer or tourist risk, beyond those mentioned earlier, by such as 

Jacoby and Kaplan (1972).   

 

Table 4. Frequency of Risk Type 

 

INSERT TABLE 4 HERE  

 

 

The following section more closely examines those risk types that tend not to dominate 

the cruise literature as illustrated in Table 4, namely, financial, performance, social and 

psychological, functional, time-loss and opportunity risk. At this point it is important to 

note nearly all of the literature reviewed focuses on travellers with cruise experience. 
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Only a few articles explore non-cruiser perceptions of risk (see Lebrun, 2015; Park, 

2006; Tang et al., 2019). This is a critical gap in the literature as further interest must be 

paid to how non-cruisers interpret or perceive risk in cruising, particularly as the 

industry must focus on attracting potential cruisers as well as encourage repeat cruisers 

to return (Sun et al., 2018). This will be even more important as the industry seeks to 

rebuild after COVID-19, and cruise companies will need to attract both previous 

cruisers and those new to cruising (Choquet & Sam-Lefebvre, 2020). 

 

4.1 Financial risk 

 

Financial risk refers to “the potential loss of money or wealth if the item does not work” 

(Jacoby & Kaplan, 1972, p. 382) or does not provide value for money (Sönmez & 

Graefe, 1998a). The majority of studies address financial risk in regard to cruising from 

the perspective of tourists’ attitudes towards value-for-money. Table 3 reveals that 

concerns about money in a cruise context are perceived differently according to whether 

people have or have not previously taken a cruise holiday.   

Gong and Liang (2019) is one of the few studies to discuss financial risk explicitly. 

Their research highlights how some cruise tourists are concerned about the potential for 

additional expenses through onboard purchases. However, this particular concern has 

not been widely researched beyond the Chinese market or in terms of non-cruisers. 

Indeed, a focus on ‘hidden’ expenses as influencing risk perception is not well 

represented in the literature, meaning that more studies are needed to better understand 

the nuances associated with this aspect of financial risk. 

Furthermore, the literature fails to address financial concerns at the corporate level, 

with unease about a cruise company ceasing to trade or the potential financial losses 
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associated with cruise holidays cancellations, as seen with the financial collapse of 

Swan Hellenic and the demise of Ocean Village (Cholwill, 2015). Similarly, financial 

risk is revealed when a cruise is cut short or itinerary impacted because of a company’s 

financial problems, as occurred in 2019 with One Ocean Expeditions where 140 

passengers were left stranded in Buenos Aires (Bennett, 2020). Nevertheless, at the time 

of writing no studies were found to examine risk perceptions in relation to these 

occurrences, all of which may influence decision-making. Moreover, the global 

pandemic of 2020 revealed financial risks associated with the costs of passenger 

repatriation as several ships were quarantined in port and unable to reach the scheduled 

home port. Furthermore, as a result of the pandemic, at least three cruise lines have gone 

into administration or ceased trading (The Maritime Executive, 2020). Although there 

has been some research into the use of financial incentives to encourage repurchase 

intentions during or after a crisis (see Soulard & Petrick, 2016), this will need to be 

developed much further in the future given the far-reaching consequences of Covid-19. 

There is also little research examining financial risk in relation to satisfaction and 

performance aspects, with no studies found that examine concerns about the cost of a 

cruise in relation to meeting expectations. In combination, these aspects of financial risk 

and how they are perceived, experienced and understood represent a further critical gap. 

As such, more research needed to examine the nuanced interpretation of financial 

concerns in cruising, moving beyond a cruise as value-for-money/expensive dichotomy. 

In summary, while a focus on financial risk has much to reveal about the product 

offering and associated decision-making, most notably in terms of non-cruisers, it is 

surprising that this risk type is underexplored.  

 

4.2 Performance risk 
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This section adopts Jacoby and Kaplan’s (1972) definition of performance risk 

previously outlined including satisfaction aspects as noted by Sönmez and Graefe 

(1998a). In Table 3, performance risk is largely identified in relation to a ship’s 

attributes or service quality (Brida et al., 2012; Petrick, 2004a). Similarly, Zhang et al., 

2015 identify specific cruise ship attributes influence overall satisfaction or 

dissatisfaction for a cruise holiday, identifying poor service quality, high price and slow 

embarkation procedures as significant factors. Gong and Liang (2019) differentiate 

performance from service risk choosing to separate concerns about poor service quality 

as a different risk. In so doing they raise the important point that the existing use of 

performance risk may be too broad. There may be more nuanced interpretations of risk 

related to satisfaction and performance with a cruise holiday especially as there are, as 

identified earlier, many components to such holidays both onboard ship and in the ports 

visited.   

Huang and Hsu (2010) explored how interactions with other passengers can have a 

significant impact on overall holiday satisfaction, such as enhancing the cruise 

experience through positive interactions. This illuminates the influence other passengers 

can have on a cruise tourists’ satisfaction with the cruise, which has an impact on 

performance risks; a factor not fully explained by existing understandings of 

performance risk, as this can also relate to social and psychological aspects. This again 

points to the limitations of using existing typologies for understanding the complexity 

of risk. This was also found when examining constraints to cruising, such as concerns 

about the holiday related to interpersonal constraints, including dissatisfaction due to 

boredom or the lack of dining companions (Tang et al., 2019). 
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Papathanassis (2016) represents an important contribution to understanding 

performance risk by examining how the aftereffects of a critical event (such as a fire or 

major mechanical failure) can affect overall satisfaction with the cruise holiday. He 

notes the deteriorating service and limitations to provide basic amenities during a 

critical event, resulting in a negative cruise experience which fails to meet the 

expectations of a cruise holiday. The study also identifies the competition amongst 

passengers for resources and how this affected satisfaction, which is also not fully 

addressed by current conceptualisations of performance risk. 

In summary, the literature reveals performance risk is largely considered in terms of 

service quality, which does not adequately explain how ports, onboard attributes and the 

hospitality experience together influence risk perception. Additionally, it fails to address 

non-cruiser’s perceptions of performance risk and concerns over satisfaction. Hence 

future cruise research could focus on for example, whether performance, satisfaction 

and service risk should be differentiated, or if performance risk as an overall risk type is 

capable of capturing the inherent complexities. 

  

4.3 Social and psychological risk 

 

Both social and psychological concerns involve self-concept, which is a 

multidimensional construct defined as “the totality of the individual’s thoughts and 

feelings having reference to himself as an object” (Rosenberg, 1979, p. 7). Self-concept 

also includes an individua’s sense of self and extends to products and services 

consumed and the people with whom someone may associate (Todd, 2001). This review 

discusses both factors together, as although these risks are different, there is little 

differentiation in the literature set out in Table 3. 
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There is little research exploring either social or psychological risk in cruising, 

particularly when compared to other types of risk shown in Table 3. Park (2006) and 

Lebrun (2015) represent important contributions as their studies reveal differences 

between potential cruise tourists’ and non-cruisers’ perceptions about a cruise product 

as it relates to self-concept. Park (2006) found non-cruisers view cruises as superficial 

and constraining, revealing for the first time the potential social and psychological risk 

in not wanting to be seen by others as choosing this type of holiday. This highlights the 

emergence of perceived risk when there is a mismatch or incongruency between self-

concept and product image. In addition, both Park (2006) and Lebrun (2015) found non-

cruisers perceive cruises as holidays for the elderly, again relating to perceived self-

concept not considering themselves, or wanting to be seen by others, as elderly. 

Hung and Petrick’s (2011a) seminal study on self-congruity in cruise decision-

making illuminates the importance of self-concept, however the study did not examine 

this in relation to social and psychological risk. Their later study revealed self-congruity 

influences intentions to cruise, such that when an individual’s self-image is more 

closely aligned with that of a cruise holiday the more likely the individual is to go on a 

cruise (Hung & Petrick, 2012). Self-congruity in cruising has not been developed much 

beyond Hung and Petrick (2011a), a notable gap in the literature which if addressed 

could help to explain social and psychological risk perceptions. This is important as 

social and psychological aspects are relevant for understanding why some individuals 

choose a cruise holiday, but perhaps more importantly why non-cruisers in particular 

reject them.   

Two notable studies focusing on the Chinese cruise market reveal contrasting 

findings related to social and psychological risk factors. For example, Tang et al. 
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(2019)’s study found no significant intrapersonal concerns that influenced cruise 

decision-making for this market. Conversely, Gong and Liang’s (2019) research 

revealed that social and psychological risks existed for Chinese domestic cruisers, but 

only to a limited extent with concerns relating to the potential that family and friends 

may view cruising negatively. However, the reasons for such views were not fully 

explained and the research did not focus on self-concept and potential incongruency 

with the self. Given the complex nature of (self)identity generally and particularly in 

relation to social and psychological factors more research is needed into the relationship 

between all these aspects in terms of both cruisers and non-cruisers. 

In summary, reviewing the existing literature on social and psychological risks notes 

a lack of research exploring the critical role of self-concept in relation to social and 

psychological concerns to cruise decision-making.   

 

4.4 Functional risk  

 

Sönmez and Graefe (1998a) define functional risk as the possibility of mechanical, 

equipment or organisational problems occurring during travel or, at the destination in 

relation to such aspects as transportation, accommodation or particular attractions. 

Equipment risk has also been used to explain this (Roehl & Fesenmaier, 1992). Table 3 

reveals few studies focus on functional risk in a cruise context, indicating this area is not 

clearly understood in relation to cruise decision-making. This is a significant gap 

considering the relative frequency of such events and the numerous ways in which 

mechanical, or equipment failure can occur. For example, Brosnan (2011) and 

Eliopoulou et al. (2016) note some ships are used beyond their service life or, in relation 

to Arctic cruises, without the necessary structural adjustments for the conditions 

encountered.  
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Likewise, many cruises are cancelled or schedules altered to accommodate repairs to 

a ship caused by mechanical failure or as a result of a disabling incident (Holland, 

2020). Changes due to mechanical issues have a negative effect not only on passengers 

and cruise lines, but also on tertiary companies providing services such as hotels, 

airlines, ground transportation, shore excursions and port services (London, 2012). Both 

Cramer et al. (2011) and Bryce (2014) highlight functional risks faced by cruise 

passengers, noting how the loss of power after a major fire caused passengers to 

experience significant and deteriorating conditions for many days: limited food service, 

no functioning toilets or air conditioning, raw sewage backing up into cabins and 

corridors, and passengers asked to place their human waste into plastic bags. This 

example reflects the interconnectedness of functional and performance aspects, further 

highlighting the limitations of existing consumer risk applications given the multi-

dimensional nature of risk in cruise holidays.  

In summary, functional risk is not fully understood in relation to a cruise holiday and 

more research is needed that examines and explores, for example, aspects of 

mechanical, equipment and organisational failures onboard cruise ships. Overall, risk 

issues associated with these elements are more nuanced and complex than the existing 

literature suggests.  

 

4.5 Time-loss and opportunity-loss risk 

According to Roselius (1971) time-loss risk refers to the time wasted and the 

inconvenience and effort required by a consumer in adjusting, repairing or replacing a 

product when it fails. Sönmez and Graefe (1998a) extend this to reflect the possibility 

that the travel experience itself will take too much time or will be a waste of time. 

Opportunity-loss differs by referring to “the risk that by taking one action a consumer 
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will miss out on doing something else he/she would really prefer to do” (Lee et al., 

2001, p. 111). Hence this risk describes the loss of opportunity associated with the time, 

effort and cost invested in the choice of a product that may fail as compared to the same 

time, effort and cost applied to an alternative product or service. Although both time-

loss and opportunity-loss refer to similar aspects of time related risks, the tourism 

literature does not differentiate between the two. Indeed, there are few studies focusing 

on consumer concerns related to either time- or opportunity-loss. Yet time 

considerations are not the same for all consumers. Retired passengers may have very 

different time constraints to those in full time employment and/or with school age 

children.  

One of the few studies to examine time-loss is Park (2006), who found some tourists 

choose a cruise specifically to minimize concerns associated with time-loss since 

several countries can be visited on the one trip and time is not ‘wasted’ by waiting at 

airports or on coaches. Likewise, the convenience associated with a cruise resembles the 

benefits of buying a land-based package holiday as opposed to tourists purchasing 

separately the transport, accommodation and attractions elements of a trip. Such aspects 

make a significant contribution to why some tourists choose to cruise specifically to 

reduce time-loss.  

However, as Andriotis & Agiomirgianakis (2010) note in Table 3, some cruise 

passengers feel the limited amount of time in a port provides them with incomplete 

impressions of the place and the local people. Meaning that there is not enough time to 

fully explore and to do everything the tourists had wished to do. Conversely, Gong and 

Liang (2019, p. 3) argue time risk is not significant to cruise tourists because they have 

“abundant leisure time” due to being older and retired. However, such market 
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generalisations are incorrect given the increase in younger families choosing to cruise 

and the global average age of a cruise passenger has decreased to 47 years old (CLIA, 

2018a). Indeed, Generation Z has been recognized as an important consumer market 

(see CLIA, 2018b; Le & Arcodia, 2018) and influence any future global age average. 

Gong and Liang (2019) also adopt a limited application of time-loss in relation to the 

overall time spent on the holiday, as compared to a more nuanced understanding of time 

use while on the ship. Furthermore, they do not focus on opportunity-loss in their 

application of risk in cruising. This suggests more studies are needed to examine time 

and opportunity aspects in relation to how time is used both ashore and onboard.   

Opportunity-loss and time-loss risks on a cruise ship not only refer to the potential 

for regret when comparing other ways in which the overall holiday time could have 

been spent, but also within the onboard and in port experience there may be more 

additional interpretations of time and opportunity risks. For example, there may be 

anxieties associated with waiting in line or choosing what activities and amenities to 

participate in. There may also be new interpretations of opportunity risk for cruise 

passengers in relation to when a cruise ship omits a published port due to mechanical 

failure, poor weather or medical emergency. Similarly, there is a lack of research 

exploring aspects of time in terms of waiting to arrive at the destination, and how time 

onboard the ship on a sea day may be considered by some tourists to be ‘wasted’. The 

literature is limited with regard to such aspects generally and in relation to how both 

cruisers and non-cruisers think about and interpret time and opportunity risks.  

Overall, Table 3 highlights that risk in cruising is conceptually underdeveloped 

meaning that there is a need to better understand how risk is interpreted and perceived 

in relation to cruise holidays.   



 26 

 

5. Concluding remarks and future research directions 

This review argues risk categorisations currently employed do not fully explain the 

subtle complexities of each risk type as they relate to ocean cruising decision-making. 

Indeed, the following key knowledge gaps identified are: 

 

- A lack of understanding in relation to the complex set of variables inherent in 

financial risk, performance risk, time-loss and opportunity risk, function risk and 

social and psychological risk 

- A lack of research focusing on how non-cruisers’ interpret and perceive risk  

- A lack of research examining how some tourists may choose a cruise holiday 

specifically to reduce perceived travel-related risks  

- A need to better understand choice rejection for cruise holidays as this is beyond 

destination avoidance 

- An over reliance on positivist approaches and quantitative methodologies that in 

themselves are unable to adequately explore the multi-dimensional, complex and 

socially constructed nature of risk perception 

- A need for culturally-specific understanding of risk 

 

In light of the above gaps and the preceding discussion four areas for future research 

have been identified.  

Firstly, there is a need for more research to advance empirical frameworks and 

conceptual foundations for understanding risk in tourism generally and specifically in 

relation to cruise holidays. Given that existing conceptualisations of risk in tourism are 

too narrow to fully explain risk in relation to cruise holidays, a wider approach to risk is 

required that goes beyond Jacoby and Kaplan (1972). Although their work is important 

it fails to consider the nuanced interpretations of risk as it relates to cruise holidays. 

Indeed, other scholars have called for a move beyond risk classification in tourism 

arguing that useful as such classifications are as a managerial tool for operational 

responses a more granular understanding is needed that goes beyond the eight risks 

found in the literature (see Korstanje, 2011; Pennington-Gray, 2019; Reisinger & 
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Mavondo, 2005; Ritchie & Jiang, 2019; Williams & Baláž, 2015). Furthermore, existing 

classifications fail to fully explain the interconnectedness between risk types. 

Secondly, framing risk in relation to destination avoidance is not helpful for a cruise 

holiday. More empirical and conceptual research is needed to better understand the 

influence of risk on cruise decision-making for both cruisers and non-cruisers beyond 

risk negatively affecting destination choice. Little is known about non-cruisers 

interpretation of risk or how risk may act as a constraint to cruise. Existing literature 

demonstrates that while perceptions of physical risk and risk as crisis influence tourist 

decision-making these aspects do not fully explain how tourists actually make holiday 

decisions. Indeed, future research should seek a wider understanding of risk in cruising 

moving beyond an emphasis on physical risks to embrace the complex, socially 

constructed and manufactured nature of risk. For example, more empirical research is 

needed to explore the role of self-congruity in influencing risk perceptions extending to 

include risks associated with the complex social environment onboard as understood by 

cruisers and non-cruisers. A focus on such aspects requires greater use of qualitative 

methodologies capable of uncovering the complexities and contradictions inherent in 

risk as a social construction. Future research that draws upon more varied 

epistemological and ontological approaches acknowledges that risk perceptions are 

influenced by individual interpretation and are the product of particular historical and 

cultural contexts. Given the global and hence culturally diverse cruise market the 

limited focus on both history and culture represents a considerable gap in the literature 

(see for example, Yang et al., 2018).   

Thirdly, future studies should explore risks related to finance, performance, function, 

time and opportunity. For example, exploring the interpretation and use of time and 
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space on cruise holidays. Specifically, use of time onboard when the ship is at sea and 

perceptions of time being wasted may extend beyond time and opportunity risks and 

reveal a more nuanced understanding of financial risks as they influence cruise 

decision-making. Indeed, performance risk should move beyond a focus on satisfaction 

and service quality, and fully examine what performance risk means in relation to the 

unique bounded and enclavic environment of a cruise holiday. Lastly, given the 

potential for mechanical and organisational failure, and the significant impact a 

cancelled or altered voyage has, more work is needed to explore functional/equipment 

risk as these relate to cruising, especially after COVID-19. More research is needed to 

understand the interpretation of risk in relation to potential cancellations, changes to 

cruise itineraries and potential for time-loss with possible quarantine should there be an 

outbreak onboard. 

Fourthly, more needs to be understood about how some tourists may reject cruising 

because of perceived risks, as this has a significant impact upon the potential for market 

growth. Likewise, more research is needed focusing on whether and how some tourists 

choose cruising as a means of reducing risk, including the extent to which individuals 

may choose a cruise holiday as a way to reduce (or optimise) time-related or other risks. 

Some studies also suggest that choosing to cruise, may reduce or influence the 

interpretation of social and psychological risks. Hence, some cruisers choose to do so in 

order to feel comfortable and at ease, viewing the ship as a means of self-expression and 

freedom (Park, 2006; Yarnal & Kerstetter, 2005). More empirical research would be 

useful to explore the concept of the ‘tourist bubble’ (see Jaakson, 2004; Weaver, 2005) 

and to fully examine the influence of familiarity and home-like spaces of a cruise ship 

as a way to reduce risk in travelling. Future research could also focus on the relationship 
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between risk and the home-like cruise ship environment, because as Wolff et al. (2019) 

suggest risk perceptions may also be evaluated in comparison to ‘home’, with home 

judged as less risky than abroad. Although familiarity has been found to reduce the 

perception of risk in tourism generally (Lepp & Gibson, 2003; Sharifpour et al., 2014b; 

Tan & Wu, 2016), this aspect has not been widely examined in relation to cruise 

tourism.  

Finally, this review is an important contribution to the discourse on risk in cruise 

holidays by calling for a wider conceptualisation of risk that moves beyond an emphasis 

on physical risk and positivist approaches to understanding risk perception. A 

constructionist approach for example can contribute depth and richness to current 

understandings of how risk may be perceived, constructed and interpreted by tourists 

and cruise passengers. Such an approach has much to contribute in terms of developing 

future empirical and conceptual frameworks. As risk is inherent in travel and plays a 

key role in tourist decision-making, this study makes an important contribution by 

identifying key gaps in the literature for understanding tourists’ risk perceptions in 

ocean cruising and suggests specific avenues for further research.  
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