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ABSTRACT  

This study aims to explore tourists’ satisfaction with cruise services and the gap between 

expectation and satisfaction, focusing on Chinese outbound tourists traveling to South Korea. 

Using a mixed-methods approach, in-depth interviews were conducted to summarize items of 

cruise services for measurement; importance–performance analysis was performed to 

simultaneously examine the matching degree between tourists’ perceived importance and 

performance. Tourists’ expectation is measured by the side of importance, meanwhile, 

performance represents their satisfaction. This study suggests that cruising is an important way 

for Chinese tourists to travel abroad, and tourists were generally satisfied with the services 

provided by immigration, customs, and the cruises. However, a gap remains between the 

perceived expectation and satisfaction. In terms of cruise service, the most important item was 

the good language and communication skills of the staff, and the most satisfactory performance 

was the effective boarding service. The biggest gap was observed in the effective service of 

handling ticket bookings, cancellations, and confirmations. The results of this study can provide 

insight into enhancing cruise services and marketing, specifically for companies working with 

the Chinese market.  
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Introduction 

Recreational activities are mainly provided for the amusement, enjoyment, and pleasure of 

cruise passengers (Lau, Yip, 2020). Cruise traveling is one of the most preferred vacation types 

(Brida et al., 2015). Coinciding with the decline in transoceanic ship travel, modern cruises 

emerged in as early as the 1960s (Brida & Zapata, 2009). After many years of development, the 

cruise industry has become relatively ripe (Bu et al., 2020). In recent years, cruise tourism has 

experienced sharp growth and remarkable change, such as the expansion of its population (Tao 

& Kim, 2019). Cruise tourism is one of the most rapidly developing and profitable industries 

in the tourism industry (Hsu & Li, 2017). The industry generates an estimated $18 billion a year 

in passenger expenditure and can be considered one of the fastest growing sectors in the travel 

and tourism industry (Brida & Zapata, 2009; Jones, Hillier, & Comfort, 2016). Recently, the 

Asia-Pacific market has become an emerging market of the cruise industry with the gradual 

saturation of the European and American markets, and increasing international cruise 

companies have opened the routes (Brida & Zapata, 2009).  

Chinese coastal cities have developed cruise ports and hinterland economic construction 

vigorously and become an indispensable and important force (Song, 2019). Currently, China is 

undergoing rapid expansion in tourism. Chinese tourists now travel to places all over the world, 

such as Europe, the USA, and Australia, and their number is increasing daily. Since China faces 

South Korea across the sea, and cruise ships and ferries have become the main way for tourists 

to travel between the two countries. Among the different destinations, South Korea has become 

a popular destination among Chinese tourists. The number of foreign cruise tourists in South 



  

Korea has increased by approximately 80% annually for the last 5 years, and more than 6.1 

million Chinese tourists visited South Korea in 2015, contributing 1.6% to the GDP of South 

Korea (Korea Tourism Organization, 2018).  

Previous research studies suggest that understanding the ways customers value services and 

increasing their satisfaction is an important predictor of repurchase intentions (Rahimi & 

Kozak, 2017; Rahimi & Gunlu, 2016; Rahimi, 2017). However, cruise services that tourists 

expect and their corresponding satisfaction have not aroused adequate attention in academic 

circles. Specifically, nearly all the research conducted in the cruise market is related to Western 

countries, and most of the research focuses on the North American market (de Grosbois, 2016; 

Qu & Ping, 1999; Teye & Leclerc, 1998), thereby generally ignoring Asia. The cruise journey 

between China and South Korea can be used as a typical example to represent Asian market. 

Research emphasized in Asia and the growing importance of the cruise industry and Chinese 

outbound travelers are the bases of this study. This study bridges the gaps in the measurement 

of service quality dimensions in cruise tourism, not only exploring the original items of cruise 

service, but also considering two other services, namely, immigration and customs service. 

These three aspects of service measurement ensure the intensive exploration of tourists’ 

satisfaction in all stages of cruise travel. Thus, this work aims is to evaluate the quality of cruise 

services in the perspective of Chinese travelers via importance–performance analysis (IPA) in 

order to provide some suggestions for every cruise operator who are suffering from recent 

phenomenon, that is, the expansion of the cruise tourism has intensified the competition among 

cruise companies in the marketplace (Han & Hyun, 2017). 

 



  

Literature Review 

Service quality was defined by the reliability, responsiveness, empathy, assurances, and 

tangibles associated with a service experience (Parasuraman, Zeithaml, & Berry, 1985) and 

three aspects, including service product, delivery, and environment (Rust & Oliver, 1994). 

Service plays a significant role in the evaluation of experiences and perceived satisfaction by 

customers, especially in tourism whose pivotal and major product is service itself. Grönroos 

(1984) first researched service quality, dividing it into two dimensions, namely, technical and 

functional qualities, to facilitate its measurement by observing the effect of these two 

dimensions on the relative relationship between the perceived service and the expected service. 

From the multidimensional perspective, more items were factored into service quality, 

including staff knowledge, kindness and flexibility, physical appearance and environment, 

respect and prestige, and sensory appeal (Turner et al., 2002; Kim et al., 2009). Service quality 

can influence the post-consumption behaviors of customers, especially their satisfaction, 

repurchase desire, perceived value, and word-of-mouth reputation (Cronin, Brady, & Hult, 

2000; Dabholkar et al., 2000).  

A cruise product component purchased by a customer normally has the major elements of 

transportation, accommodation, dining, ship-board entertainment, recreational activities, 

domestic and foreign ports of calls, and shore excursions (Teye & Leclerc, 1998). Cruises are 

currently considered mobile resorts, which transport passengers from place to place like a 

mobile hotel (Dowling, 2006). Like other parts of the tourism industry, such as resorts and 

theme parks, the quality of the service delivery is critical for each of these components. The 

level of tourist satisfaction is significantly related to the needs and purposes of travel (Rezaei 



  

et al., 2016). People have different levels of satisfaction. Hence, gaining factors that correspond 

to the perceived quality, and the different levels of satisfaction is important (Qu & Ping, 1999). 

Chua et al. (2015) developed and adopted the three dimensions of service quality by Brady and 

Cronin (2001), including physical environmental quality, interactional quality, and outcome 

quality in the cruise industry, from the perspective of customer perception and satisfaction. For 

measuring service quality, Lewis and Booms (1983) claimed that service quality depends on 

how well the delivery of services matches the customer’s expectation. Zeithaml (1988) later 

elaborated and developed this concept and defined service quality as the customer’s judgment 

of the overall excellence of service. Hence, service quality can be determined by comparing the 

level of matches between the actual service performance and customers’ expectations. 

Identifying and reducing the difference (gap) between expectation and performance are the keys 

to improving the level of customer satisfaction (Lai et al., 2016).  

Customer satisfaction is one of the main factors of loyalty and repeat of purchase (Rahimi & 

Gunlu, 2016; Rahimi et al., 2017). The amount of leisure experiences people have in daily life 

can affect their general satisfaction on the quality of life, and leisure could be considered as one 

of the sources of human happiness (Andrews & Withey, 1976, Chen & Li, 2019). Therefore, 

cruise and its excellent service can influence tourists’ satisfaction acting as the parts of leisure 

experiences. In the cruise industry, the quality of each of the products and the service with 

which they are delivered contribute to the guests’ perception, enjoyment, and satisfaction with 

the overall vacation experience. Given this competitive market situation and the increasing 

customer switching, improving passenger satisfaction and then their loyalty is fundamental to 

any cruise line’s success (Lee et al., 2017; Hwang and Hyun, 2016) as loyal patrons exhibit a 



  

behavioral tendency of repeat purchases and positive word-of-mouth, which are favorable for 

a company. 

Modern cruise tourism, as a new industry in China, has received extensive attention in recent 

years. Previous studies started to explore cruise tourism from the perspective of tourists.  

Accommodation, food, and entertainment considered as measurement aspects of cruise service 

are the main factors determining tourists’ revisit intentions (Bu, Xiao, & Kong, 2018; Gabe, 

Lynch, & McConnon, 2006; Petrick, 2004b；Song, Kong, & Chen, 2008). When cruising, 

price is a sensitive factor that influences the tourists’ perceived value (Duman & Mattila, 2005; 

Petrick, 2004a; Petrick, Tonner, & Quinn, 2006), satisfaction is influenced by value perception. 

A cruise line should consider whether its service quality, dining conditions, and price have 

fulfilled passengers’ needs; in turn, customers’ satisfaction can be improved by delivering 

delightful experiences with high level and even beyond tourists’ expectations (Zhang et al., 

2015). Although many studies have explored cruise development and activities, tourists’ 

expectations and satisfaction with cruise tourism and the gap between their expectations and 

satisfaction have been rarely explored. Tourists’ attitudes and activities play a decisive role in 

promoting cruise tourism. A relative research proves that Chinese tourists are highly satisfied 

with the overall service of Jeju Island Hotel in South Korea (Dou & Kong, 2015). This study, 

therefore, aims to explore in detail the expectations of and satisfaction with cruise services of 

Chinese outbound tourists to South Korea.  

 

 



  

Research Methodology 

This study investigated the evaluation of the entire process of cruise ship traveling, including 

the immigration, customs, and cruise services. Both qualitative and quantitative research 

methodologies were used. Data collection was performed in two stages. First, in-depth 

interviews were conducted with cruise passengers, followed by data gathering from cruise 

tourists to South Korea via a survey.  

The questionnaire had three sections: (1) a thorough description of our research and its 

purposes, (2) 14 measurement items for assessing the study constructs, and (3) inquiries for 

personal characteristics. As an ubiquitous methodological toll within the tourism literature, IPA 

could organize the relevant properties of a particular service product through the four-quadrant 

lattice figure. IPA could also evaluate tourists’ and practitioners’ expectation and satisfaction 

of multiple factors objectively, so that the managers may understand the improvement priorities, 

considering scarce resources, to improve customer satisfaction immediately (Tian, 2010). The 

IPA method was used in this study to explore the cruise traveling satisfaction. The IPA method 

was first proposed by Martilla and James (1977) and had been widely accepted by numerous 

researchers. This tool allows the simultaneous analysis of attribute importance and performance. 

Given IPA’s simplicity, applicability, and visual attractiveness to decision makers, the IPA 

method has been widely used in numerous research fields, such as management (Baloglu & 

Love, 2003), hospitality, tourism, and psychology (Kong, 2014; Kong, Song, & Dou, 2015).  

 

 



  

In-Depth Interviews 

Based on the literature review, especially the study of Song, van der Veen, Li, and Chen (2012), 

a self-administrated questionnaire that contained 27 measurement items was used for the 

interview stage. The tourist expectation and satisfaction index items of immigration and 

customs were adopted from the study of Song, van der Veen, Li, and Chen (2012). In addition, 

the references of these items are summarized in Table 1. Moreover, 23 in-depth interviews were 

conducted to explore the measurement scale of cruise ship service and assess relative items. 

These interviews aimed to collect data on different aspects of cruise tourism from China to 

South Korea from tourists who had cruise experience, the marketing managers of cruise 

companies, and travel managers who oversee cruise management. All participants were selected 

based on theoretical and purposive sampling, which means that they were expected to provide 

rich and varied information (Altinay, Paraskevas, & Jang, 2015). The in-depth interviews 

started with an open-ended question, and each interviewee was asked for the cruise service 

items in detail. All responses to the question were recorded by the interviewer. The analysis 

and interpretation of the interview transcripts were based on an inductive approach. According 

to the principle of content analysis (Neuedorf, 2016), items were combined, and the most 

frequently mentioned items were included in the instrument of cruise service. On the basis of a 

comprehensive literature review and the interview findings, an initial pool of 14 measurement 

items was selected and developed to measure cruise services.  

 

 



  

 

Table 1. The original measurement  items of cruise tourism 

No. Factors Sources 

1 Tidiness of the seat Altinay, et al., 2015 

2 The comfort of the inside of the cabin Song et al., 2012 

3 Entertainment facilities of the cruise Hwang & Hyun, 2016 

4 Good quality of foods/dishes on the cruise Kim et al., 2009 

5 Good selection of foods/dishes on the cruise Kim et al., 2009; Rust & Oliver, 1994 

6 Comfortable public rooms/spaces Altinay et al., 2015 

7 Comfortable accommodation Petrick, 2004b 

8 Safety of the cruise ship Brejia & Gilbert, 2014; Song et al., 2008 

9 Good language and communication skills of 

the staff 

Brady & Cronin, 2001; Lee et al., 2017; 

Tian, 2010 

10 Proper attitude of the frontline staff (polite, 

patient, and attentive) 

Dabholkar et al., 2000; Brady & Cronin, 

2001 



  

No. Factors Sources 

11 Prompt service upon request Chua et al., 2015; Lee et al., 2017; Rahimi 

& Gunlu, 2016 

12 Effective boarding service Chua et al., 2015; Song, 2019 

13 Effective service of handling ticket 

bookings, cancellations, and confirmations 

Brady & Cronin, 2001; Hwang & Hyun, 

2016 

14 Proper attitude in complaint handling Dabholkar et al., 2000; Tian, 2010 

According to the principles of phenomenology research (Vaismoradi, Turunen, & Bondas, 

2013), the researchers attempted to acquire a greater understanding of the participants’ 

meanings and sought insights into the phenomena by referencing the data collected. The content 

validity of these items was examined by a panel of six researchers. The panel members were 

asked to assess the degree to which the items of a research instrument were relevant to and 

representative of the targeted constructs for a particular assessment purpose. The criterion used 

for retaining an item was the agreement of four or more academics that a particular item 

represented the construct in question. A total of 14 items were retained, and the reliability of 

the cruise service was examined by a pilot test.  

Survey 

The pilot test was conducted in Weihai with the aim of obtaining feedback on the wording of 

the questions in the questionnaire and testing the validity and reliability of the items. The 



  

Cronbach’s reliability score of the items developed was 0.89, and the AVE value was 0.69, 

above 0.50 and the square of the correlation index, suggesting a satisfactory internal 

consistency. Thus, the measurement scales of cruise service were valid and reliable and were 

adopted in the main survey. The main survey was conducted with target samples of Chinese 

outbound tourists traveling to South Korea by cruise ship or ferry. Cruise service was measured 

by the items developed in this study. The sample items include “tidiness of the cruise ship,” 

“high quality dishes,” “safe environment,” and “prompt service of employees.” Apart from the 

cruise service, this study also evaluated the satisfaction and importance of immigration and 

customs office services.   

A small amendment was made based on the result of this pretest. Then, the amended version of 

the survey questionnaire was reviewed by industry and academic experts. Minor improvement 

was made based on their feedback. 

Several methods were used to collect data. Questionnaires were first distributed on a cruise 

sailing to South Korea, targeting the Chinese outbound tourists. Second, with the help of a travel 

agency, a survey was conducted among the tourists who have been to South Korea by cruise. 

The participants were asked to rate each of the importance and performance item twice in a 

paired manner: (a) to rate the importance level of each item on a Likert-type scale of “1” (not 

at all important) to “5” (very important) according to the importance they attached to the 

attribute, and then (b) to rate each of the same attributes on a scale of “1” (very dissatisfied) to 

“5” (very satisfied) according to their performance level. In total, 248 valid questionnaires were 

collected and analyzed.  



  

 

Findings 

Profile of the Respondents  

Table 2 presents the demographic profile of the outbound tourists surveyed. Of the 248 tourists 

surveyed, 99 were male (39.9%) and 149 were female (60.1%). In terms of age groups, 20.9% 

of the respondents were between 16 and 25, 25.8% were within 26 to 35, and 20.2% were in 

the 36–45 group. Approximately 33.1% of the respondents were between 46 and 60 or above. 

With the younger trend of cruise tourism all over the world, young consumers in the first-tier 

cities in China with strong consumption capacity are gradually becoming an important potential 

market for future cruise tourism. With regard to educational background, most of the travelers 

received a good education. Nearly 61.7% of the participants received high education, such as a 

bachelor’s degree and a master’s degree, and 23.4% of them graduated from 

professional/vocational schools. In terms of travel purposes, 43.5% of the respondents were 

traveling for leisure/vacation, and 19.0% of the tourists were traveling for business/conference 

or visiting relatives. More than 32.3% of the travelers planned to go shopping in South Korea. 

Table 2. Profile of Respondents 

Characteristics Valid N Percentage % 

Gender   

Male 99 39.9 

Female  149 60.1 

Age   

16–25 52 20.9 



  

26–35 64 25.8 

36–45 50 20.2 

46–60 62 25.0 

60 or above 20 8.1 

Educational Level   

Secondary/high school 37 14.9 

Vocational/ technical school 58 23.4 

Bachelor’s degree 134 54.0 

Master’s and PhD 19 7.7 

Travel purpose   

Vacation/Leisure 108 43.5 

Business/Conference 19 7.7 

Visiting relatives 28 11.3 

Going shopping 80 32.3 

Others 13 5.2 

Besides, according to the tests of normality, p value was 0.2, above 0.05, which indicated that 

the data fit the normal distribution.  

IPA Analysis of Immigration Service 

This study first investigated the perceived importance and performance of immigration, which 

is the first step in cruise traveling. As shown in Table 3, the most important item of immigration 

was a queuing time for clearance of less than 30 min (4.86), followed by clear signages to 



  

clearance counters for visitors (4.85) and clear instruction on immigration procedures at the 

border (4.85). The outbound tourists were asked to rate the performance of immigration service. 

The mean scores for all the statements ranged from 3.69 to 4.72. All the performance mean 

scores were lower than those of perceived importance, indicating that outbound tourists were 

unsatisfied with the immigration service. The highest performance score was for clearance 

counters for visitors and clear instruction on immigration procedures at the border (4.72), and 

the least satisfactory item was the queuing time of less than 30 mins for clearance (3.69). The 

biggest gap between importance and performance was the queuing time of less than 30 min (-

1.17), followed by the gap in language and communication skills (-0.57), and the proper attitude 

of immigration officers (-0.42). The research findings indicate a great room for communication 

skills training, and enhancing the service quality of immigration officers is also important.  

Table 3. Perceived Importance and Performance of Immigration Service. 

IPA was used to evaluate the proper allocation of each item based on the mean. The survey data 

 
Items Importance Satisfaction Gap 

1 Clear signage to clearance counters for visitors 4.85 4.72 -0.13 

2 Pleasant environment of the queuing area  4.77 4.60 -0.17 

3 Clear instruction of immigration procedures at the border 4.85 4.72 -0.13 

4 Less than 30 min of queuing time for clearance 4.86 3.69 -1.17 

5 Language and communication skills of the staff 4.83 4.26 -0.57 

6 Proper attitude of immigration officers 4.82 4.40 -0.42 

7 Mean 4.83 4.40  -0.43  



  

was used to construct a two-dimensional matrix. In this matrix, attribute importance is depicted 

along the x-axis, and attribute performance is depicted along the y-axis. The mean values of 

performance and importance divided the matrix into four quadrants, and the results are plotted 

in the IPA grid. Figure 1 shows the IPA of immigration service. Quadrant I means “Keep up 

the good work,” indicating that the attributes were both high in importance and performance. 

Two items were in Quadrant I, namely, clear signage to clearance counters for visitors (1) and 

clear instruction on immigration procedures at the border (3). Quadrant II means “Possible 

Overkill,” indicating that the attributes were low in importance but high in performance. Two 

items fell into this quadrant, namely, pleasant environment of the queuing area (2) and proper 

attitude of immigration officers (6). Quadrant III means “Low Priority,” indicating that the 

attributes were low in both importance and performance. As shown in Figure 1, no attribute 

was identified in the “Low Priority” quadrant. Quadrant IV means “Concentrate here,” 

indicating that the attributes were of high importance but low in performance. The “Concentrate 

here” quadrant has two items, namely, less than 30 min of queuing time for clearance (4) and 

language and communication skills of the staff (5). The study findings indicate that shortening 

the waiting time and enhancing the staff’s communication skills are two areas that must be 

enhanced effectively.  



  

 

Figure 1. IPA of Immigration Service 

IPA Analysis of Customs Service 

Then, this explored the perceived importance and performance of customs service. According 

to Table 4, the most important item of customs service was clear instruction on customs 

regulations (4.91) and thorough yet courteous security checking at the counter (4.91). The 

findings indicate that outbound tourists tend to pay more attention to security and clear 

instruction at customs service. The highest performance score was thorough yet courteous 

security checking at the counter (4.89), and the least satisfactory item was clear signage to the 

customs area for visitors (4.72). The biggest gap between importance and performance was 

observed in clear instruction of customs regulations (-0.10), followed by the gaps in proper 

attitude of custom officers (-0.09) and clear signage to the customs area for visitors (-0.08). 

Clearly, improving instruction and attitude is crucial. 

Table 4. Perceived Importance and Performance of Customs Service. 



  

The importance and performance of customs service were analyzed (see Figure 2). The “Keep 

up the good work” Quadrant I had four attributes, namely, clear instruction on customs 

regulations, thorough yet courteous security checking at the counter, less than 15 min of 

queuing time at customs (for all types of crossings), and proper attitude of customs officers 

(polite and patient). The study findings suggest that these items were high both in importance 

and performance, and good work should be maintained. The “Possible Overkill” Quadrant II 

captured one attribute, that is, the language and communication skills of customs officers, 

indicating that the performance was high, and the importance was low. This finding can be 

attributed to the little communication needed when tourists go through customs. Thus, tourists’ 

satisfaction was higher than their expectation. The “Possible Overkill” Quadrant III had two 

items, indicating that these items were low in importance, but high in performance. These items 

were clear signage to the customs area for visitors and pleasant environment of the customs 

 
Items Importance Performance Gap 

1 Clear signage to the customs area for visitors 4.80 4.72 -0.08 

2 Pleasant environment of the customs area  4.82 4.76 -0.06 

3 Clear instruction of customs regulations 4.91 4.81 -0.10 

4 Less than 15 min of queuing time at customs 4.88 4.81 -0.07 

5 Language and communication skills of customs officers 4.83 4.83 0 

6 Proper attitude of custom officers 4.90 4.81 -0.09 

7 Thorough yet courteous security checking at the counter 4.91 4.89 -0.02 

 Mean 4.86 4.80  -0.06  



  

area. No attribute fell into the “Concentrate here” Quadrant IV. 

 

Figure 2. IPA Analysis of Customs Service 

IPA Analysis of Cruise Service 

Table 5 shows the results of the tourists’ evaluation of cruise services. The most important item 

of cruise service was the good language and communication skills of staff (4.96), followed by 

comfortable accommodation (4.93). Three items ranked third in importance, with the same 

mean score of 4.91. The items were the comfort of the inside of the cabin, good quality of 

foods/dishes on the cruise, and effective boarding service. In terms of the performance of the 

cruise service, the most satisfactory one was effective boarding service (4.93), followed by the 

comfort of the inside of the cabin (4.88), and prompt service upon request (4.82). The biggest 

gap between importance and performance was in the effective service of handling ticket 

bookings, cancellations, and confirmations (-0.86), followed by the item on good selection of 

foods/dishes on the cruise (-0.83). The smallest gap between the importance and performance 



  

was observed in prompt service upon request (-0.02). 

Table 5. Perceived Importance and Performance of Cruise Service. 

 

 
Items Importance Satisfaction Gap 

1 Tidiness of the seat 4.84 4.67 -0.17 

2 The comfort of the inside of the cabin 4.91 4.88 -0.03 

3 Entertainment facilities of the cruise 4.84 4.75 -0.09 

4 Good quality of foods/dishes on the cruise 4.91 4.25 -0.66 

5 Good selection of foods/dishes on the cruise 4.86 4.03 -0.83 

6 Comfortable public room/space 4.86 4.66 -0.20 

7 Comfortable accommodation  4.93 4.61 -0.32 

8 Safety of the cruise ship 4.90 2.56 -2.34 

9 Good language and communication skills of staff 4.96 4.30 -0.66 

10 Proper attitude of frontline staff (polite, patient and 

attentive) 

4.87 4.73 -0.14 

11 Prompt service upon request 4.85 4.82 -0.03 

12 Effective boarding service 4.91 4.93 0.02 

13 Effective service of handling ticket bookings, cancellations, 

and confirmations 

4.68 3.82 -0.86 

14 The proper attitude in complaint handling. 4.69 3.91 -0.78 

 Mean 4.86  4.35  -0.51  



  

On the basis of the mean scores of the cruise services, IPA was also used to evaluate the proper 

allocation of the items surveyed. Data from the survey of importance and performance were 

used to construct a two-dimensional matrix. In this matrix, the importance attribute was 

depicted along the x-axis, and the performance attribute was depicted along the y-axis. The 

means of performance and importance divided the matrix into four quadrants, and the results 

are plotted in the IPA grid (see Figure 3). As shown in Figure 3, five attributes fell into the 

“Keep up the good work” Quadrant I, indicating that the attributes were high in both importance 

and performance. These items included the degree of comfort of the inside of the cruise, public 

rooms/spaces, comfortable accommodation, proper attitude of staff, and effective boarding 

service, indicating that food, accommodation, and guest-to-employee interactions are important 

factors when traveling by cruise. High importance was also placed on public rooms and spaces, 

where most social interactions occur, rather than on the cabin. The travelers attached 

importance to public rooms, food, accommodation, and proper attitude of staff and were happy 

to observe the good performance for these factors. Thus, tourists were satisfied and hope the 

cruise managers keep up the good work. 

Three items were identified in the “Possible Overkill” Quadrant II, indicating that these items 

were low in importance but high in performance. That is, the following aspects performed better 

than the tourists expected: tidiness of the seat, entertainment facilities, and prompt service. The 

“Low Priority” Quadrant III had two attributes, indicating that the attributes were low in both 

importance and performance. These items included the handling of ticket bookings, 

cancellations, and confirmation and the proper attitude in complaint handling. The “Concentrate 

here” Quadrant IV captured four attributes, indicating their high importance, but low in 

performance. While cruising, safety is an important factor and an item of great concern. 

Cruising usually takes a long time; thus, tourists hope to taste different delicious foods and have 

more interaction with guests and employees. Thus, outbound tourists cared more about the food 



  

quality and variety and the safety of the cruise ship as well as the good communication skills 

of the cruise staff. However, tourists were unsatisfied with the performance in these four 

aspects. Thus, these are important items to be further enhanced. 

 

Figure 3. IPA of Cruise Service 

 

Discussion and Conclusions 

This study sought to explore Chinese tourists’ satisfaction with cruise services and the gap 

between expectations and satisfaction, focusing on Chinese outbound tourists traveling to South 

Korea. The findings of this study indicate that cruising is an important way for Chinese tourists 

to travel to South Korea. Although tourists were generally satisfied with the services provided 

by immigration, customs, and the cruises, the findings reveal several gaps between the 

perceived expectations and satisfaction. The research findings offer specific theoretical and 

practical implications.  



  

Theoretical Implications 

From the academic perspective, this study contributes to the literature on three parts. First, the 

findings of this study enrich the knowledge on cruise tourism by intensively exploring the 

expectations and satisfaction of Chinese cruise tourists. As one of the fastest growing sectors 

in the travel and tourism industry, cruise tourism has aroused extensive interest. This study 

provides the initial exploration of tourists’ satisfaction with cruise services. Although cruise 

tourism has become a popular research topic, limited information about the tourists’ evaluation 

and satisfaction, especially those of Chinese tourists, has been collected. As tourism satisfaction 

is an important predictor of tourist loyalty and revisit intention, the research findings provide 

insights into tourists’ satisfaction with cruise services. The findings of this study provide 

empirical results about tourists’ cruise expectations and satisfaction. Second, this study enriches 

the dimensions of service measurement, not only emphasizing cruise service, but also 

considering two other elements, namely, immigration and customs services, which guarantee 

the measurement of travelling integrity. The research adopted an innovative perspective in 

investigating service quality and provided meaningful references for scale development, as well 

as useful directions for the diagnosis of strengths and weaknesses of the service provided by 

immigration, customs, and the cruises. Third, the results provide insight into outbound tourism 

and cruise research. On the basis of the literature review and in-depth interviews, this study 

developed 3 categories that consist of 14 items for measuring cruise service. The items were 

proven valid and reliable. Given the scarcity of reliable measurements of cruise tourism, the 

developed items may serve as a foundation for further empirical studies.  



  

Practical Implications 

From the practical perspective, this study offers several specific managerial implications.  

First, the evaluation of cruise service can provide a useful guidance to cruise management. 

Cruise tourism is a high value-added industry with rapid development. This study analyzed in 

detail the evaluation of cruise tourism from the perspectives of the cognitive importance and 

the realized satisfaction. The results presented the importance and performance level and the 

gap to be filled, including the enhancement of providing diverse choices of food and handling 

ticket bookings, cancellations, and confirmations. In addition, it is critical to get better 

understanding of tourists’ needs and preferences for improving tourist experiences. Therefore, 

the expectation and satisfaction results may help develop effective strategies to enhancing 

cruise services to attract more tourists. The research findings presented in this study about 

tourists’ expectations and satisfaction offer a clear picture of areas for improvement. For 

example, the participants cared more about food variety, safety, and employees’ communication 

skills. Therefore, focus should be turned to these areas to enhance the service quality. 

 

Limitations and Future Research 

This study surveyed Chinese cruise travelers by convenience sampling. Future studies may 

collect data from a wide range of samples by using probability sampling methods, and different 

types of samples in more locations should be employed. Furthermore, the variables that affect 

tourists’ satisfaction, the conditions in which these variables play a crucial role, and the kind of 

services that can satisfy tourists with different needs and characteristics are the problems that 



  

future studies must address in cruise travel by using quantitative methods. Cruise tourism is 

developing rapidly. Thus, future studies should focus on creating new markets and tourist needs 

from cruise tourism.  
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