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ABSTRACT 

Considering a cruise for a holiday is a complex, highly involved and emotive process decision-

making process. This study explores how the perception of risk potentially influences cruise 

decision-making for both cruisers and non-cruisers. Interviews using image elicitation revealed 

how risk may be interpreted for a cruise. Findings reveal social and psychological risk influence 

cruise decision-making, where cruisers choose cruising to reduce risk to self and affirm self-

concept, and non-cruisers perceive too much risk to self in cruising. This study reveals new 

insight into choice rejection and the importance of social value in rejecting cruise holidays, and 

the significance of self-congruity for tourist decision-making.   
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INTRODUCTION 

For many tourists, considering a cruise for a holiday is a complex, highly involved and emotive 

decision-making process (Bahja, Cobanoglu, Berezina & Lusby, 2019; Petrick, Li & Park, 2007; 

Xie, Kerstetter & Mattila, 2012). A potential cruise passenger needs to consider many aspects of 

the holiday including which cruise line, destination, itinerary, transportation to and from the ship, 

type of cabin, where in the ship to select a cabin, size of ship, mix of fellow passengers and 

reputation of the cruise line in addition to service elements such as prevailing norms about giving 

gratuities and dress-codes. As a result of the COVID-19 pandemic, potential cruisers also need to 

consider health protocols, outbreak prevention plans, onboard sanitation procedures, social 

distancing measures and health screenings. Additionally, they need to consider implications of 

potential outbreaks during the cruise which may result in being quarantined in their cabin, access 

to healthcare if they or others become seriously ill, or the cruise being terminated should there be 

an outbreak on the ship or region the cruise ship may be visiting. All of this adds to the 

complexity and uncertainty associated with the decision to cruise. 

However, cruise decision-making in not well understood, particularly in relation to the 

perception of risk. This is a significant gap as the perception of risk, whether real or imagined, 

has the power to change travel decisions (Bowen, Fidgeon & Page, 2014; Floyd & Pennington-

Gray, 2004; Karl, 2018; Sönmez & Graefe, 1998). The COVID-19 pandemic has brought 

attention to risks inherent in leisure travel, and highlights the importance of risk perceptions on 

holiday decision-making. However, risk in tourist decision-making has been emphasized in 

relation to destination avoidance. Perceived risk has been recognized as a significant factor 

influencing destination choice and travel decision-making, including travel intentions, 

information search and pre-purchase behaviour (Fuchs & Reichel, 2011; Kim, Schroeder & 

Pennington-Gray, 2016; Reisinger & Mavondo, 2005; Yang & Nair, 2014).  
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This narrow focus fails to fully explain risk perceptions as a cruise holiday may involve 

several destinations in addition to the unique bounded and enclavic environment and inherent 

social practices unique to a cruise holiday including formal dining and socializing connected 

with maritime tradition and histories (Lester, 2017; Yarnal & Kerstetter, 2005). There is a 

research gap addressing the complex and multi-faceted way risk is interpreted by tourists for a 

cruise with few attempts to understand tourists’ risk perception in relation to cruise holidays. 

Weaver (2005) briefly addresses risk as health and safety considerations for cruise consumers, 

while Le and Arcodia (2018) proposed a conceptual model for perceptions of cruise-related risks, 

identifying five cruise-related risks: infection outbreaks, sexually transmissible infections, 

motion sickness, cruise accidents, and terrorism, piracy, crime. Holland (2020) found tourists 

perceive a cruise as a safe holiday but health risks are a significant concern. While moving the 

literature forward, these studies focused on aspects of health and safety, and there is a gap in 

understanding how other risks, such as social and psychological risks can influence cruise 

decision-making. These two are of specific relevance as holiday decisions such as destination 

choice are influenced by self-concept (Ahn, Ekinci & Li, 2013; Beerli, Meneses & Gil, 2007; 

Klipfel, Barclay & Bockorny, 2014). 

Current research also does not explain non-cruisers' perceptions of risk in a cruise. Indeed, 

there is little research which examines non-cruisers decision-making for a cruise holiday and 

why this type of holiday may be rejected. Understanding why a tourist may reject a holiday 

choice is as important as understanding why a selection is made with little research on the value 

or perceived benefit to a consumer through rejecting or disassociating from a product or brand. 

Other than Lawson and Thyne’s (2001) work on inept sets, no other studies were found that 

explore conscious rejection in tourist decision-making.  

Thus, the aim of this study is to explore how the perception of risk influences cruise decision-

making for both cruisers and non-cruisers. This is addressed by examining how social and 

psychological risks are conceptualized in ocean cruising and what insights this reveals about 

decisions to choose or reject a cruise. 

 

SITUATING THE RESEARCH 

 

Purchasing or consuming products allows consumers to define, maintain and enhance their 

self-concept (Hosany & Martin, 2012). Consumers prefer products that they believe more closely 

align with how they view themselves (Gardner & Levy, 1955; Klipfel et al., 2014; Malär, 

Krohmer, Hoyer & Nyffenegger, 2011). The extent self-concept matches with the product image 

is self-congruity (Sirgy, 1982) and risk occurs when there is potential mismatch.  

Self-concept is a multi-dimensional construct (Boksberger, Dolnicar, Laesser & Randle, 2011; 

Sirgy & Su, 2000) containing the different images one holds about oneself. Self-concept consists 

of four distinct dimensions (Sirgy, 1982): 1) ‘actual self’, how a person sees themselves; 2) 

‘ideal self’, how a person would like others to see them; 3) ‘social self’, how a person believes 

other people actually see them; and 4) ‘ideal social self’, how a person wants to be seen by 

others. This four-dimensional framework is been widely accepted within consumer behaviour 

(Hosany & Martin, 2012; Klipfel et al., 2014; Malär et al, 2011) and tourism (Boksberger et al, 

2011; Sirgy & Su, 2000; Sirgy, Lee, Yu & Prebensen, 2018; Sop, 2020). Indeed, self-concept is 

not only the products and services consumed but through the perceptions others have of that 

person for using the products (Todd, 2001), and this has the potential to explain how risk may be 

interpreted in cruising and influence cruise decision-making.  
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Much of the conceptualisation of consumer risk has drawn on the work of Jacoby and Kaplan 

(1972) and Roselius (1971), which has been fundamental for considering how risk perceptions 

influence consumer decision-making by identifying six perceived risks: financial, performance, 

physical, psychological, social and time-loss. Some researchers (Lee, Park & Ahn, 2001; Li & 

Zhang, 2002) have identified opportunity-loss as a seventh risk by suggesting time-loss is 

inadequate to fully explain the potential loss for a consumer. Roehl & Fesenmaier (1992) 

extended this categorization for holidays and added in an eight risk; equipment risk. Sönmez & 

Graefe (1998) extended Roehl and Fesenmaier’s categorization by travel specific related risks 

including health, terrorism and political instability. Dolnicar (2005) further developed 

understanding of tourist perceived risk when she found evidence for five classifications of tourist 

risk: political, environmental, health, planning and property. This demonstrates the evolving 

literature on the many risks a tourist may navigate before and during a holiday. 

While all of these different categorisations of risk assist in conceptualizing tourist risk and its 

potential influence decision-making, little research has examined tourists’ perceptions of social 

and psychological risk. This is a critical gap as self-concept and self-congruence have the 

potential to influence cruise decision-making. 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 (Jacoby & Kaplan, 1971). Mandel (2003) extends this to consider social risk 

as resulting in embarrassment or disapproval amongst one’s family or peers, but alternately, 

reflect the possibility of approval or esteem if the outcome was considered to be positive. Tran 

(2020) characterizes social risk as the possible loss of status in a social group following the 

adoption or use of a product or service, and may occur as the result of social humiliation and loss 

of social confidence, as well as internal psychological frustration in making a purchase that does 

not correlate to their self-concept. 

There are remarkably few studies that examine risk and holiday decision-making in relation to 

aspects of the self. This is of critical importance, as the role self-concept may be critically 

important in understanding cruise decision-making and choice rejection for this type of holiday. 

There is little research on social risk in tourism beyond disapproval by family members, relating 

to anxieties about a destination being unsafe (Floyd, Gibson, Pennington-Gray & Thapa, 2003). 

Indeed, studies on risk in tourism have suggested that social risk was either unrelated to leisure 

travel (Roehl & Fesenmaier, 1992) or of little significance to holiday decision-making 

(Bargemen & Van der Poel, 2006; Sönmez & Graefe, 1998). More recently Karagöz, Işık, Dogru 

& Zhang (2020) found solo women travellers’ travel intentions were negatively influenced by 

social disapproval. There is a significant research gap in understanding how social and 

psychological risks influence holiday decision-making for a cruise.  

There is a higher level of risk associated with travel products due to their intangibility, high 

cost and complex decision-making (Lin, Jones & Westwood, 2009). Indeed, while scholars 

acknowledge that risk is an unavoidable part of travel (Williams & Baláž, 2013; Yang, Khoo-

Latimore & Arcodia, 2017), most research has focused narrowly on safety and physical risk. 

Ultimately how risk is perceived differs between individuals and depends on factors including 

personality attributes, demographics and past tourist experience (Bowen et al, 2014; Fuchs & 

Reichel, 2004; Lepp & Gibson 2003). However, research is needed to better understand how risk 

is interpreted and the role of self-concept, not only for uncovering why some reject a cruise but 

also, to uncover if some tourists choose specific types of holidays as a means to reduce risk. 
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Self-congruity in tourism refers to the process of matching tourists' self-concept and the 

perceived image of a given product such as a destination (Sirgy & Su, 2000) and the more of a 

match between the destination image and the tourist's self-concept, the more likely a tourist is to 

choose to visit that destination (Beerli et al, 2007; Joo, Woosnam, Lee & Lee, 2020; Litvin & 

Goh, 2002; Sirgy et al., 2018). Current understanding is limited to applications of self-congruity 

theory to destination image, including intentions to visit destinations (Ahn et al., 2013; Frias, 

Castaneda, del Barrio-Garcia, & Lopez-Moreno, 2020; Hung & Petrick, 2012; Litvin & Goh, 

2002; Pratt & Sparks, 2014), satisfaction (Chon, 1992), intention to recommend (Kastenholz, 

2004) and choice (Beerli et al, 2007).  

Self-congruity is useful for exploring intentions to cruise, in that when potential cruisers feel 

there is a match between their self-concept and the perceived image of a cruise, they are more 

likely to take the cruise (Hung & Petrick, 2011). For some cruisers there is social value and 

esteem enhancement in cruising. While Hung and Petrick (2011) explored self-congruity in 

cruising, regrettably they did not examine non-cruisers. 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. Park (2006) and Lebrun (2015) found non-cruisers perceive 

cruises as holidays for the elderly, noting the importance of perceived self-concept in cruise 

decision-making and the desire by some non-cruisers not considering themselves, or wanting to 

be seen by others, as elderly. The valuable insight from these studies illuminates the lack of 

research examining how self-congruity is involved in cruise decision-making, and in particular, 

the significant gap in understanding the role of self-concept for non-cruisers in rejecting a cruise 

as a potential holiday option.  

  

METHODOLOGY 

 

A qualitative research design was selected to explore how social and psychological risk may be 

interpreted for a cruise. Drawing on Douglas and Wildavsky (1982), all risk is considered to be 

socially constructed, and using a qualitative methodology was chosen so as to foster a pluralist 

interpretation of risk which acknowledges the role of the self. This study was situated within an 

interpretivist ontology with epistemological assumptions from constructivism.  

Data was collected in twenty interviews were conducted in the United Kingdom. The 

interviews were conducted in person and online using video calling. Employing purposive 

sampling, the participants were either cruisers (having completed at least 1 cruise) or non-

cruisers (never taken an ocean cruise), and ranged from 22 to 83 years old. Some cruiser 

participants had extensive ‘cruising careers’ (multiple cruises over a sustained period of their 

lives) and the non-cruisers had a range of leisure travel experiences. Interviews lasted between 

forty minutes and two and a half hours. 

The interviews were semi-structured and image elicitation was employed during the 

interviews as a projective technique to evoke memories, stories and feelings (Clark-Ibáñez, 2004; 

Harper, 2002; Westwood, 2007). Each participant was asked to share eight to ten images with the 

interviewer that reflected thoughts or feelings about a cruise holiday. Encouraging the 

participants to gather their own images reveals unconscious feelings and experiences without the 

participants being aware of doing so (Matteucci, 2013). The sharing of the images were 

incorporated into the question guide and woven through the interview. The images the 
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participants shared during the interviews were from a variety of sources including newspaper 

advertisements, personal photographs, cruise line brochures and images from Internet searches. 

Drawing on the Zaltman metaphor elicitation technique for using images in an interview (Coulter 

& Zaltman, 1994), participants were asked to first describe each image, share why that image 

was chosen, discuss any images they could not find but had wanted to share, and to select one 

image that was most representative of their feelings about cruise holidays.  

Analysis followed guidelines for analysing qualitative data (Bloomberg & Volpe, 2012; 

Braun & Clarke, 2006) by looking for emergent patterns about risk perceptions. Thematic 

analysis revealed specific themes through identifying and analysing patterns within the data. The 

process was iterative with the researcher moving through and between six phases of thematic 

analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2006). These phases provide a systematic and logical way to move 

through the transcribing of the conversation, organizing data, coding extracts, developing 

thematic maps to reveal themes about the phenomenon. Two main themes related to self were 

revealed to be constructing self and disassociation, and are discussed in the next section. 

 

FINDINGS  

 

Interviews revealed for many participants, holiday choices are a means to reflect who they are, 

and how they want to be seen by others. A cruise holiday presents opportunities to affirm and 

construct self, particularly through interacting with other passengers.  

 

Constructing self  

 

Interviews with the cruisers revealed a desire to spend time with people who they viewed as 

having similar values and interests, and extended to some choosing specific cruise lines in order 

to be with others who are similar economically. Dean highlighted how he enjoyed being with his 

‘equals’, where he could discuss his travels and feel comfortable with those who share his 

values, “You meet like-minded people...in that you can talk about where you've been, what 

you've seen, things like this”. Indeed, the interviews revealed there was an underlying 

consciousness of social and economic status. For some interviewees, adhering to rules and codes 

of behaviour on a cruise was important, particularly for some cruisers, who wanted to uphold 

more traditional aspects of cruising. Dean pointed out one of the main features he liked about 

cruising with Cunard was that dress codes were enforced,  

 

 “They do adhere to the dress code which we feel is important...The problem that I have is 

there is no dress code whatsoever [on other cruise lines]. You can turn up in the restaurants, in 

your pyjamas if you wanted you know...I see some people they've got the football shirt, 

baseball cap, tattoos and that's just the women. I’m sorry, but people who dress like that, I 

find are not generally the most intelligent people and you can’t have an intelligent 

conversation.” [cruiser] 

 

Another cruiser, Ben, compared the large cruise ships to Spanish all-inclusive land resorts, 

 

“A lot of so called cruising these days is pure Benidorm on water...horrible...there is no dress 

policy, you know where you can wear what you like. I mean, I’ve got a thing about men 

appearing at meal tables with…no sleeves.” [cruiser] 
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This revealed that the dressing up and formality of some cruise lines is attractive to some 

cruisers, however, this is not so much about maintaining tradition as it is about affirming who the 

participants see themselves as. For some participants, like Daphne, a cruise was an opportunity 

to have fun, with socializing and dressing up being a large part of that. Most of the photos 

Daphne shared in the interview were images of her dressed up, socializing and dining, further 

reflecting the image of herself she enjoyed portraying. The cruisers see dressing up as an 

opportunity to demonstrate how they ‘fit’ in; as a physical expression of their self-concept. The 

ritual and sense of occasion in dressing in more formal attire is a way to reflect who she is. This 

was echoed in Yarnal and Kerstetter's (2005) study, which found that cruisers use clothing as a 

way to transition from daily life to become more liberated and carefree onboard, using clothing 

to better reflect self and how they wish to be seen. Dress has been recognised as a signifier of 

status, and a physical expression of self and identity particularly in relation to the cruise 

experience (Lester, 2017) and this may explain why the cruisers in this study enjoyed the 

dressing up aspect of their holidays. It was a chance to show the world how they wanted to be 

seen and to reflect their social and economic status. Cruising has long been associated with dress 

and expectations about passenger attire, reflecting status (Hyun & Han, 2015; Quartermaine & 

Peter, 2006). Analysis from this study indicates that some cruisers favoured dress codes not only 

because of the sense of tradition, but also to act as a conduit to present their ideal self in public.  

The interviews revealed a concern by both cruisers and non-cruisers of being forced to 

interact with the ‘wrong’ people. Daphne also explained her perception of people who go on 

cruises before she took her first cruise, especially after seeing a television commercial for a 

cruise line,  

 “It all looked a bit tacky...A bit naff...Oh my goodness, fancy being locked away with 

them...People who would be going to a holiday camp somewhere or hugely tattooed or 

drinking beer all day [laughs]...Very noisy, very aggressive. Just bad mannered basically.” 

[cruiser] 

 

Daphne also related her experience of changing tables on a cruise because she did not want to sit 

with her assigned tablemates, 

 

 “They had no interests in common with us. We just thought your evening meal is a highlight 

of the trip. We couldn't see that we could get 14 days conversation out of these people…You 

can't spend fourteen nights with the wrong people!” [cruiser]  

 

Her comments revealed how important it was to her to spend time with people she had 

something in common with and whose company she thought she would enjoy.  

Self-concept is created through language, social interaction and role-playing (Yarnal & 

Kerstetter, 2005). The cruisers were able to express their ‘true’ selves both in terms of how they 

see themselves and how they want to be seen by others, supporting previous evidence leisure 

travel can shape and develop self-concept (Weaver, 2005), and relates to a desire to spend time 

with those considered ‘equal’. The findings here revealed the intense enjoyment of being with 

others that are familiar, a factor discussed in studies on cruise passengers by Papathanassis 

(2012) and Wu (2007). For the participants in this study, spending time with 'equals' was 

significant as it helped affirm and construct a sense of self and identity that more closely 

matched what the participants thought of themselves. This minimized potential social risk 

through being surrounded and spending time with like-minded others. 
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Disassociation  

By contrast, interviews with non-cruisers revealed a cruise was rejected as a holiday because it 

did not match how the participants viewed themselves. Elements of a cruise were seen as 

negative and incongruent with their self-concept. Disassociation was revealed through two sub-

themes; constrained experience, and cruise people. 

Constrained experience  

Interviews with the non-cruisers revealed a belief that a cruise was perceived as having a lack of 

freedom and choice in who you are forced to share your holiday with. An example is how Kieran 

views a holiday as having the opportunity and freedom to be more spontaneous, whereas on a 

cruise he would be restricted, 

 

“I think being on a cruise, in the way I perceive it, is it takes away a lot of choice...It takes 

away that freedom for me...I just want to go off and do my own thing. I can't get off this boat 

and go for a really long walk somewhere interesting until three days’ time, when we arrive in 

a port. And then how much time do I have, and does everything have to be organized? I 

would hate it!” [non-cruiser] 

Several participants spoke about the importance of spontaneity in their holidays, and viewed a 

cruise as preventing them from feeling free to express themselves. Andrea explained, “It's the 

freedom to choose that's really important”. A perception that a cruise is very structured and 

highly organized was noted by many interviewees, both cruisers and non-cruisers. This was 

particularly noted by the non-cruisers. An example of this is how Katherine shared her 

perception of a cruise to be too structured, 

 

“There is a certain time to have breakfast, and you're regimented and I presume if you're late 

you miss half the meal because you've got to get out because the next people are coming 

in...You're shepherded on, you're off, on, off, on and off, that sort of thing, and to me 

it's...You feel like a chicken in a hen coop. You're there and they expect you to move right, 

move back, do this, do that and that's how you feel. That is not a holiday to me.” [non-cruiser] 

Interviewees also revealed perceptions that a cruise holiday is confining, and evoked feelings of 

being trapped. To illustrate, Kieran shared an image of a person trapped inside a box, 

 

  It would make me feel like ‘Oh my God I need to get away from these people, get off this 

boat’, and I couldn't. Unless it was set times, so they'd say ‘Ok tomorrow we'll be arriving in 

Nassau at midday, you can get off for 3 hours’, and then I'd have to rush back to that. I 

would hate it! I would just be trapped there with all these people who I didn’t really want to 

be with and have nothing in common with.” [non-cruiser]  

 

Kieran described how he would feel confined not just by the physical boundaries of a cruise 

ship, but by being forced to spend time with and be surrounded by people he did not want to be 

with. The sense of confinement appears to derive from being forced to be with others and having 

a lack of control over the experience. While the physical boundaries of a cruise ship were part of 

this perception of being trapped, interviews also pointed to the group experience, being 
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surrounded by others, as being constraining. Non-cruiser Maria described a cruise as “It would 

be like being in a lift for your holiday”. Victoria related her desire for freedom on holiday and 

how she percieved this would not be possible on a cruise, 

 

“I don’t want…everything organized…I actually like the choice of being able to choose, so I 

think of it as people that need it really organized, that need to…know exactly what they’re 

getting, that they want it to be quite predictable and they enjoy that and that’s quite relaxing 

for them and that’s fine but I don’t want that.” [non-cruiser] 

Several participants talked about the forced group experience. As non-cruiser Katherine put it, 

“You feel you're being herded. It's that herded experience all the time.” Non-cruiser Kieran 

explained, “Some people don't mind being in hordes of people and being farmed and ferried 

around and told what to do all the time, but it's not what I want from my holiday.” Andrea 

described how she perceived the experience of being on a cruise, 

 “It's all kind of herding...Like people have to queue up on the way to be coached, be taken 

somewhere and they have to be back by a certain time and reloaded and, it's like...They're like 

sheep.” [non-cruiser] 

Interviews with the non-cruisers also revealed a desire to express their individuality and self-

identity, as opposed to being part of a group experience. The perception emerged from the way 

participants spoke about feeling that not only do they not have freedom to do what they want, but 

they cannot be free to be who they are, or to have the individuality they seek. Katherine [non-

cruiser] described this by saying, “You're cosseted. You feel you're not a free spirit!” As non-

cruiser Kieran explained, “Hordes of people, like looking out and seeing lots of maggots 

everywhere, just things moving around, just faceless people.” These comments suggested that 

non-cruisers perceived they would not be recognized or treated as individuals with differing 

desires and needs on holiday, that a cruise would be overly structured and standardized to the 

point that everyone was treated exactly the same. A further example from Kieran,  

 “I feel that they are very contrived. Manufactured. People are processed...I'm on a conveyor 

belt and I'm just surrounded by people all doing the same thing. It's almost like a factory on 

the sea, a production line, they're coming in and out, in and out, and it's just so impersonal.” 

[non-cruiser] 

 

Charity wanted her holidays to be a personal experience, which she perceived she could not get 

on a cruise,  

“I think it probably detracts from making a holiday personal and special to you. If you just 

buy a package and then so do 2,000 other people, you just end up a number. I prefer the idea 

of creating something that's personal to me...It just feels too regimented and clinical, 

and…that mass scale where nothing is that personal.” [non-cruiser]  

Non-cruisers perceived a lack of freedom in expressing who they were as an individual and in 

being forced to be part of a group experience. This included a perceived lack of freedom and 

control through the overly structured organization of a cruise holiday. This perception extended 

to the destination experience, where there was neither the time nor the opportunity to create 

meaningful interactions with local people in the destinations. Andrea described a cruise, “It's a 
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hollow experience, just skates over the surface. It's all on the periphery of the experience of 

travel.” Katherine said “You can't say you've seen Barbados or something, St Kitts or wherever 

you're going, you haven't seen them. You've just seen the port and a few shops and a taxi.”. 

Similarly, Victoria described a cruise as “ a bit of Las Vegas about it... a bit plastic…a lot fake 

and very… constrained... clinical...it’s very formulaic and feels bland.” Charity also alluded to 

the shallowness of the cruise experience and her desire for a deeper experience of a destination 

that she perceives would not be possible on a cruise, 

 

 “I think that would feel just-- It'd be like shopping. Just window shopping as opposed to going 

in and getting really and actually getting involved, and actually experiencing a place 

properly.” [non-cruiser] 

 

These comments from the non-cruisers reflects how they perceive a cruise experience to be 

manufactured and contrived, and points to the mismatch between the cruise experience and how 

they see themselves. Elena shared an image of two children posing for the camera that to her, 

represented the contrived nature of the cruise experience,  

 

 “It's more the fakery, the ‘forced tinker bell entertainment’, the - ‘this is your photo 

opportunity girls, look nice for grandma’, that kind of thing. Superficial... like I'd rather it was 

a more natural pose and they were actually having fun and playing in a ball pit or something.” 

[non-cruiser] 

Elena uses the phrase ‘actually having fun’, to emphasize her perception that the smiles in this 

image are staged for the camera and are not ‘real’ or ‘authentic’ enjoyment. This is her 

perception of cruises generally. 

Many of the non-cruisers in this study did not want to be associated with cruising, as they felt 

this type of holiday was shallow and superficial, and they saw themselves as different and 

wanting to fully engage with the destinations. The perceived superficiality of a cruise is echoed 

in other research on non-cruisers (Park & Petrick, 2009). The findings presented here support 

previous research which found cruisers expressed concerns about “being part of a 'herd'” 

(Kwortnik, 2008, p. 300) and trapped by the physical confinement and the other passengers 

(Jaakson, 2004; Weaver, 2019). However, this study reveals evidence this was critically 

important to non-cruisers and influenced the perception of social and psychological risk.  

 

Cruise people 

 

Findings of this study revealed the non-cruisers’ desire to distance themselves from ‘cruise 

people’ and the perceived superficiality of a cruise. Not only did they not want to go on a holiday 

with 2000 other people, but the non-cruisers also actively wanted to disassociate themselves 

from the people they perceived to be ‘cruisers’. Many non-cruisers saw themselves as 

independent, and not wanting what they saw as the overly-organized structure of a cruise, and 

that a cruise was for those who needed to be organized or looked after. Maria shared her view 

that cruises are for people “who just want the stress of organizing a holiday taken away from 

them”, and that this did not reflect who she is. Andrea shared her perception, 

 

 “I think the sort of people those holidays attract are people who want to play it safe. I think 

they want an easy time, they don't necessarily want to engage very much with the cultures 
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they are visiting. They just want to be transported usually by coach, or whatever to their 

destination, picked up later that day, put back on…it's kind of like armchair travel.” [non-

cruiser]   

 

Several non-cruisers perceived cruises to be for older people who want a “sedentary holiday” 

(Andrea). The overwhelming perception was how cruises appealed to individuals looking for a 

'passive' holiday. Elena described her perception of people who go on cruises as, “They just don't 

want the hassle, they want a holiday where everything is going to be organized for them and all 

they've got to do is turn up”. Maria summed it up as  

 

“I think maybe older, maybe 60-75 something like that, almost invariably white...My 

impression is it's not very ethnically diverse...not the people who are looking for zest and 

adventure, but people who are looking for...entertainment to be given to them.”  

 

Charity related, “I think in my mind, the overriding demographic is very old, so possibly quite 

boring....I think cruises sometimes are nice gentle things that people in retirement like to go and 

spend their time doing.” 

Interviews further revealed that non-cruisers perceived cruisers as being competitive, shallow 

and superficial. Indeed, several non-cruisers viewed ‘cruise people’ to be materialistic and overly 

concerned about wealth. Carl explained, “[Cruise people are]...the couple that have probably got 

quite a big detached house somewhere in the Shire counties, who have got a fair bit of disposable 

income, and like to flaunt it, and one of the ways to do that would be on a cruise.” Victoria also 

commented,  

 

 “The people I think of as going on cruises are…very particular about who does what and what 

your job is and, and who you are in a materialistic kind of way, and very money-orientated 

and showy and kind of looking down on people that haven’t got as much as them.” [non-

cruiser] 

 

Maria believed that people who go on cruises were smug and self-entitled, and this was not how 

she saw herself. Her image illustrated what she believed to be a stereotypical cruise couple, 

 

 “They have come out the other side of working life and their pockets are deep, filled with 

money and they're happy spending it, with other people who have also generated lots of 

income in their lifetime, all onboard the ship, all congratulating themselves that they've done 

extremely well and they deserve this beautiful sunset view and they deserve these Caribbean 

islands.” [non-cruiser] 

 

Beyond the way in which non-cruisers viewed themselves as different from people who take 

cruises, they also thought their values were in opposition. For example, Maria thought cruise 

people to be wasteful and ostentatious consumers showing their wealth,   

 

 “...whilst you're having your three course meal that you don't need, and you're drinking your 

bottles of water you don't need, and you've got heating in your room the whole 24 hours, and 

hot water, because that's what you insist, because that's what you expect from these cruise 

ships, all of that, is making all of this disappear [shows image of Alaska]...Could you not have 
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done something more useful with that money?...I think this is an excessive indulgence.” [non-

cruiser] 

 

Moreover, interviews revealed concerns about not fitting in with the other people due to anxiety 

about their wealth,  

 

 “I perceive the other people to be affluent...I'm imagining them all to be a certain upper 

class...I could possibly talk to them but they might not be able to talk to me…They [cruisers] 

would be really wealthy…I'm assuming that they live behind a great big gated house…and 

you see them from afar...totally, totally a different world.” [Elena, non-cruiser] 

 

Elena felt that she could talk to cruisers, but they might not be able to talk to her. While many 

non-cruisers alluded to a gap between how they saw themselves and the perceived wealth of 

people who cruise, some cruisers also alluded to social anxiety relating to this.  

These comments point to the mismatch between how the participants perceive cruise people 

and how this differs from how they see themselves. That is, non-cruisers felt that people who go 

on cruises were different in a negative way, and they did not want to be seen as the type of 

person who goes on a cruise. This was because of the perceived impression that people who on 

cruises need structure and routine and have no individuality. Findings further revealed the 

perception by non-cruisers that they were not 'old enough' to cruise, echoing previous studies’ 

findings that non-cruisers had social representations of a cruise as being for the elderly (Hur and 

Adler, 2013; Lebrun, 2015; Park & Petrick, 2009). The non-cruisers in this study did not want to 

be seen as old and needing structure or to be looked after on their holidays. They wanted to be 

seen as individuals, preferring spontaneity whilst on holiday, and reject notions of a mass, group 

experience. While this desire for individuality may be found in all types of holidays, the 

perception of a regimented holiday appears to be more pronounced in cruises. 

 

DISCUSSION 

There are three main insights from the findings. First, the mismatch between how the non-

cruisers perceived a cruise holiday and how they viewed themselves suggests psychological risk. 

Psychological risk refers to the possible frustration and shame experienced in being associated 

with the product if it does not fit well with self-concept (Forsythe & Shi, 2003, Jacoby & Kaplan, 

1971). Yet other scholars have considered psychological risk in tourism as potentially damaging 

self-esteem, inducing guilt (for choosing poorly) and ultimately negatively affecting the holiday 

experience (Lehto et al, 2004). The non-cruisers perceived too much risk to self in choosing a 

cruise holiday, as the cruise experience did not match with how they viewed themselves. The 

risk for non-cruisers is not only in being unable to express themselves as individuals, but also in 

wanting to disassociate from cruising and ‘cruise people’ in order to reflect how they saw 

themselves. The findings of this study are similar to Park and Petrick (2009), who found that 

both non-cruisers and cruisers had the desire to be free and not forced to dine or interact with 

others. Kieran’s image of a person in a box epitomizes this anxiety in cruising perceived by the 

non-cruisers, in that the fear is not so much one of being trapped by the physical and enclavic 

structure of a cruise ship, as being confined by the presence and influence of others onboard. 

Non-cruisers in this study see themselves as desiring a deeper experience and connection with 

locals in the destination. This is different from how they perceive cruisers, who they feel want a 

shallow experience.  
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Second, non-cruisers did not want to be associated with cruising or cruisers, which suggests 

the presence of social risk. Social risk is defined as “Affecting the way others think about you by 

association to the item” (Jacoby & Kaplan, 1972, p. 382) including possible negative 

consequences of being associated with the product. Social risk can also be about losing personal 

and social status or appearing unfashionable and/or losing status through the purchase of a travel 

product or experience (Schiffman & Kanuk, 1991). While previous research suggested social risk 

was unrelated to leisure travel (Roehl & Fesenmaier, 1992) or of little significance to holiday 

decision-making (Bargemen & Van der Poel, 2006; Sönmez & Graefe, 1998); this study 

provides evidence to the contrary, pointing rather to the existence of both social AND 

psychological risk in cruise holidays, and how self-image is significant to both cruisers and non-

cruisers in holiday decision-making.  

Third, this study reveals new insight into social value in rejecting a cruise holiday, where 

social value may be defined as “The utility derived from the product's ability to enhance social 

self-concept” (Sweeny & Soutar, 2001, p. 211). The non-cruisers in this study wanted to be seen 

by others as rejecting the artificial and manufactured experience of a cruise and thus avoid being 

associated with people who take cruises. There is scant reference to the issue of managing social 

risk through non-use or disassociation in the literature, beyond one study examining how 

consumers use tangible goods to disassociate from others and be unique (Merle, Chandon, Roux & 

Alizon, 2010). This highlights how some consumers use products to reflect self, yet this study 

highlights the role of perceived social value in rejecting cruise holidays. This adds a unique 

dimension to the current understanding of social value in cruising, as this study found non-

cruisers in particular saw social value in disassociating from cruise holidays. The findings reveal 

the pride of some non-cruisers in being able to say they had not been on a cruise. Non-cruisers 

appeared to enjoy being able to ‘travel brag’ in the interviews and to others about not having 

been on a cruise. There is evidence tourists ‘brag’ to self-promote (Chen, Liu, & Mattila, 2020), 

and yet this study reveals the rejection of a cruise has a ‘reverse’ social value and this is a 

significant contribution to the tourism literature.  

There is remarkably little research on the value or perceived benefit to a consumer through 

rejecting or disassociating from a product or brand. Other than Lawson and Thyne’s (2001) work 

on inept sets, no other studies were found that explore conscious rejection in decision-making. 

This has not been examined in cruising and this demonstrates the gap in understanding non-

cruisers’ decision-making processes and illuminates the critical importance of risk perceptions. 

Understanding disassociation may provide insight not only into why non-cruisers reject cruising, 

but also into why some cruisers reject certain cruise brands.  

 

CONCLUSION  

 

This study explores social and psychological risk in ocean cruising and the significant influence 

this has on cruise decision-making and in doing so highlights the significance of self-congruity 

on the interpretation of risk in ocean cruising. The qualitative nature of the study makes an 

invaluable contribution by adding depth to the existing understanding of risk in relation to cruise 

holidays, revealing tourists' interpretation of risk in ocean cruising is nuanced and complex, 

embedded in constructs of self, extending beyond physical risk and safety aspects 

This study reveals that self-congruity offers valuable insight into the interpretation of risk in 

cruising and is significant in the decision-making process. The research presented here suggests 

that the non-cruisers reject a cruise as the perception of a cruise holiday does not match with 
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how they see themselves (actual and ideal) or want to be seen (social and ideal social). This is 

due to their mismatch with other people on the cruise; they perceive that they have nothing in 

common with 'cruise people' through differences in age and interests but also values. This 

highlights that non-cruisers experience what Sirgy (1982) calls negative self-congruity, which 

occurs when there is a discrepancy or mismatch between what the consumer sees as their own 

positive self-image with a negative perception of the product. Thus, non-cruisers perceive that 

they have a positive self-concept and that the cruise product is a negatively perceived image. 

Additionally, findings of the cruisers suggest positive self-congruity, in that a cruise represents a 

positive image and matches the cruisers' self-concept. Fundamentally, consumers seek out 

congruence to enhance self-esteem and feel good about themselves. Festinger (1957) calls the 

balance between matching how a person views their actual self and their social self ‘cognitive 

consonance’, suggesting that when this occurs it may create a positive feeling for the consumer 

and lead to stronger brand attachment (Malär et al, 2011).   

Loss aversion may be useful in explaining why perceived social and psychological risk for 

non-cruisers appears to influence cruising intention. Loss aversion in risk-taking posits that 

negative outcomes outweigh positive outcomes (Kahneman & Tversky, 1979). Particularly for 

social risks, the negative consequences of embarrassment may be more important than the 

positive outcome of approval (Mandel, 2003). The non-cruisers in this study clearly did not want 

to be associated with cruising because of incongruency with actual and also social self, which 

results in dissonance leading to negative congruity.  

While the non-cruisers in this study believed they were knowledgeable about the cruise 

experience and perceived benefits, the negative association with cruising was far greater and 

more meaningful to decision-making. The possible negative effect on self-concept increased the 

perception of risk to be more than the non-cruisers are willing to consider and this is a significant 

contribution to understanding cruise decision-making. More empirical and theoretical research 

on self-congruity in cruising could provide deeper insight into the important role that self-

concept plays in holiday decision-making, beyond cruise holidays. Indeed, risk to self, whether it 

be social or psychological, is far more significant than the literature suggests. This study 

illuminates the complexity of constructing meaning about risk for cruise holidays and contributes 

to the risk, tourism and cruise literature by reconceptualizing risk and drawing attention to its 

social and psychological aspects.  
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