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Abstract: The sustainability of cruise tourism has been questioned in relation to its negative
effects on ports of call, among which crowding has recently become more pronounced. However,
an understanding of how crowdedness influences cruise tourists’ experience onshore is lacking.
The study analyzed online reviews on onshore experiences in the main European ports of call through
Leximancer, an automated text analytics software. The results revealed that the perceived destination
crowding was not always negatively evaluated by tourists, but was also discussed as a factor adding
up to the authenticity of the visit under certain circumstances. Nevertheless, the evidence indicates
that only human crowding might be positively assessed, while the spatial crowdedness was always
reported as detracting from the enjoyment of the visit. The analysis also showed that the crowding
phenomenon was represented differently in the accounts of the low, average and high satisfaction
cruise tourists’ groups. The role of the guide, as well as the attractiveness of the sightseeing were
identified as factors that can ameliorate the negative effect of crowding on the destination visit.
The findings yield relevant implications for all actors involved in the cruise tourism activity, which
should manage destination crowdedness in a more sustainably innovative way.

Keywords: sustainability; crowding; cruise tourism; Leximancer; satisfaction; innovation; port of
call; eWOM

1. Introduction

The tourism sector plays a major role in the global economy, contributing to 10.4% of the Gross
World Product and representing 1 out of every 10 jobs in 2017 [1]. One particular type of tourism
that has witnessed a significant growth worldwide in the last decade, compared to other tourism
products, is cruise tourism [2]. The surge in cruise tourism demand is especially pronounced in Europe,
where the number of people purchasing a cruise holiday has increased from 4.05 million in 2007 to
6.96 million in 2017 [3].

This rapid growth should be grounded in the principles of sustainability, which implies that
suppliers should not only be concerned about economic profits, but also embrace their social and
environmental responsibilities [4]. A high number of cruise arrivals at ports of call may result in
destination crowding [5]. Exploring how visitors perceive the crowds of tourists is essential, as it can
deteriorate the quality of the destination experience, and negatively affect their post-visit behavior
(i.e., recommend and revisit the port of call).

Although crowding has become a significant issue for the tourism industry [6,7], to date, there
are few studies that have examined its effect on tourist experience [6–12], and no single study that has
analyzed cruise tourists’ perception of crowding at port of call destinations. Furthermore, previous
crowding studies have mainly adopted quantitative methods, while qualitative approaches have
been underutilized.
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In view of the above, the purpose of this study is to explore cruise tourists’ perceived crowding at
the main European ports of call, and to examine its impact on destination visit satisfaction through
the analysis of online reviews. This study therefore fills a major gap in the tourism literature on
overcrowding by exploring the role of crowding perception in both, positively and negatively evaluated
cruise destination experiences.

The remaining part of the paper is structured in four parts. It starts with sustainable destination
tourism models, followed by examining the concept of tourism crowding. The forth section is
concerned with the methodology of the study, addressing the advantages and weaknesses of using
Leximancer. The fifth section analyses the results of the study, while the sixth provides the research
conclusions. Finally, the last sections address the discussion of the results, the practical implications of
the study, as well as the research limitations and the future research lines.

2. Sustainable Tourism

Achieving a sustainable tourism model has become a major challenge for travel destinations in
Europe in recent years [13,14]. The steadily growing economic impact of tourism, together with the
international debate on sustainable development, which pursues to make the economic interests of
the sector compatible with the environmental and social constraints of the destination area, leads to a
pressing need for a thorough reflection on tourism sustainability [11].

Numerous definitions of sustainable tourism have been proposed throughout the last decades,
but most of them reflect the importance of a harmonious interaction between tourists and local
communities [15]. Sustainable tourism can be defined as the development of tourism activities with a
balance between the environmental, economic, and socio-cultural aspects, so as to ensure its long-term
sustainability, according to the United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP) and World Tourism
Organization (WTO) [16]. Sustainable tourism implies meeting the needs of the present tourists and
destinations while providing opportunities for further development, preserving the world heritage,
ecological integrity, biological diversity, and life-support system. The principles of sustainability
can be applied to all types of tourism including mass-market tourism and the diverse niche or
tourism products.

Sustainable tourism activities mainly include the environmental, economic, social and cultural
aspects of development. A balance among these four pillars should be maintained to ensure the
sustainability of the tourism sector in the short and long run [17]. To achieve sustainability, the
negative effects of tourism activities on the environment, society and economy should be reduced.

The numerous interpretations of the notion of sustainable tourism hint at the differing approaches
used by researchers, policy-makers and other stakeholders [18]. In this regard, researchers assert that
different understandings of sustainable tourism are suited for different circumstances [15,19]. Hence,
sustainable tourism should not be understood as a rigid framework, but as an ‘adaptive paradigm
which legitimizes a variety of approaches according to specific circumstances’ [19].

Reducing the negative tourism effects by boosting the tourism benefits into the right direction
is the greatest challenge of sustainable tourism [17,20]. For instance, a profitable and ecologically
sustainable industry can provide satisfying experiences for visitors, as well as improve residents’ life
quality [21].

There is, nevertheless, some ambiguity. Past research maintains that mass tourism is the opposite
of sustainability [15,22,23]. "When sustainable tourism has been applied to the industry, more emphasis
has been given to tourism’s effects upon the environment and economy, rather than to factors related
to its effect on communities” [24].

The seasonality associated with tourism activity presents a number of negative impacts that
could affect the sustainability of destinations, which go beyond the economic costs, but encompass
social and environmental aspects [14]. High visitor concentrations at certain times of the year imply
that some destinations suffer stronger impacts [25]. Martín et al. [26] classified them as follows:
Environmental (natural resources overuse and massive waste generation), socio-cultural (loss of



Sustainability 2019, 11, 1510 3 of 15

residents’ quality of life and tourist dissatisfaction) and economic (unstable employment, decreased
competitiveness, and profitability difficulties in the long run). One of the strategies employed to
reduce these impacts is to spread the flow of tourists more evenly across the year, so as to obtain a
more balanced demand distribution. Hence, tourism crowding management is essential in terms of
controlling and redistributing the number of tourists, aiming at ameliorating perceived crowding.
Controlling for perceived crowding is crucial not only for a sustainable destination development, but
also for achieving tourist satisfaction [27].

3. Tourism Crowding

Early studies define a situation as crowded when the presence of others results in interference
with one’s comfort [28]. Crowding produces stimulus overload, occurring when there is inappropriate
or unpleasant contact with other individuals [29]. Furthermore, crowding can be viewed as a situation
in which the presence of other people restricts individual’s range of choices or hinders one’s ability
to pursue goals and perform certain activities [30,31]. In this sense, crowding is associated with the
notion of carrying capacity [32]. If an overload of the carrying capacity is the starting point of an
unsustainable destination model, crowding clearly has a negative effect on it. Crowdedness, therefore,
implies exceeding the maximum number of people that can visit a destination simultaneously, leading
to externalities in the physical, economic, and socio-cultural environment and diminishing visitors’
satisfaction [11,33]. Crowding, thus, refers to a certain level of destination saturation [33].

In the tourism domain, the perception of crowdedness has been analyzed in urban areas [7,8,11,34,35];
festivals [9], tourist attractions [36,37], cruise ships [38] and outdoor settings such as natural parks [6,
10,39–42], or mountains [12]. The existing research shows mixed results on the effect of crowding on
behavioral outcomes.

A review of the literature reveals that tourists’ perception of crowding depends on a wide range of
factors: (i) Personal characteristics (e.g., motivations, expectations, previous experience, nationality, length
of stay) [6,11,33,37,43,44]; economic factors (income and expenditure) [11,33,37]; the characteristics of
other tourists encountered (i.e., behavior, interaction with others and similarity) [11,44–46]; as well as the
situational variables of the environment (i.e., quality of the facilities, number of tourists, destination
design, availability of resources and places of contact) [11,33,37,46–48].

In regards to crowding consequences, past research suggests that crowding perception affects
the quality of the experience, as well as tourists’ affective response and satisfaction [6,9,11,12,49,50].
Research investigating the relationship between crowding perception and satisfaction has yielded
mixed findings. There are studies demonstrating a significant negative effect of crowding on tourist
satisfaction [12,51]. Some researchers, though, report a weak [52,53], or even a non-significant
correlation between the two variables [6]. Interestingly, evidence for the positive association between
crowding and tourist satisfaction has also been found, [8,54], particularly when visitors look for hedonic
experiences [54], when the level of crowding does not exceed the expectations or when the perception
of crowdedness is relatively low [8,55]. In this regard, it can be concluded that a crowding perception
is not always negative, but can even contribute to tourist’s experience and satisfaction [7,9,11,56].

Crowding in tourism studies has usually been measured with a single question [11,57]. However,
this approach fails to reflect the cognitive and physiological states inherent to crowding perception [6].
Crowding is posited as a multidimensional construct, comprising two dimensions: Human (i.e., full of
people) and spatial (i.e., restricted movement) [9,58]. Both types of crowding may influence customers’
behaviors either positively or negatively [7,58] Recently, Li et al. [6] proposed three dimensions to assess
crowding: Neutral, personal and social, reflecting not only the perception of a physical constraint,
but also the conflict of interests with other tourists at the destination, and internal conflicts among
tourists resulting from that interaction. There are several theoretical approaches that can guide the
interpretation of the online reviews describing the “good crowding” effect: The Manning theory, the
social motivation theory, the social identity theory and the flow theory. Several theoretical perspectives
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guide the study of the negative side of crowding: Social interference, stimulus overload and traffic
flow theory [9,10].

To the best of the authors’ knowledge, there is currently only one study that uses a qualitative
approach to inquire crowding [7], while exploratory research is much needed to expand on its relation
to destination sustainability.

In recent years, the concept of crowding has frequently been associated with cruise tourism [59,60].
While cruise ship arrivals bring economic benefits to the destinations, the negative impacts of this
economic activity, such as congestion and overcrowding of ports of call, the sea contamination and the
excessive use of resources should also be considered [61,62]. Previous studies indicate that, in general,
the aforementioned factors affect residents’ quality of life, as well as tourist satisfaction [61] and even
deteriorate their destination experience and the sustainability of the tourism model [63]. Research to
date has not yet explored the perception of crowding of cruise tourists and how it influences their
satisfaction with the port of call experience.

4. Methodology

4.1. Information Source and Data Collection

To explore cruise tourists’ perception of crowding, the study analyzed online reviews on European
ports of call published on the leading cruise website cruisecritic.com. Data from cruisecritic.com have
previously been used to assess various cruise-related topics such as passengers’ cruise ship satisfaction
and evaluation of shore excursions [64–66]. Leveraging available online information for advancing
cruise tourism research has been suggested as a research line by Papathanassis [67].

Reviews on shore experiences in the key European ports of call (in terms of cruise passengers)
were collected by means of a web crawler in December 2018. According to CLIA Europe [3], the
following ten ports of call received the largest number of cruise tourists in the period 2013–2017:
Marseille (France), Tenerife (Spain), Naples (Italy), Valletta (Malta), Dubrovnik (Croatia), Mykonos
(Greece), Istanbul (Turkey), Côte d’Azur, Corfu (Greece) and Santorini (Greece). Overall, 2202 reviews
were collected of which the opinions on the shore experience in Naples, Santorini, Marseille and
Dubrovnik were most numerous.

Together with the text body of the review, the satisfaction rating of the experience and the date of
the visit, information on author’s review experience (number or published reviews) and cruise ship
brand was also gathered. Unfortunately, data on reviewers’ gender, origin or age was not available
and therefore, the sociodemographic profile of the reviewers could not be established.

4.2. Data Analysis

The automated text-mining software Leximancer was used to analyze the content of the reviews.
Leximancer is a “relatively new method for transforming lexical co-occurrence information from
natural language into semantic patterns in an unsupervised manner” [68]. The software is based on
semantic and relational algorithms, which first “learn” categories of concepts from the text corpus,
code the text segments accordingly and finally, analyze the relationships among the concepts.

The obtained results are presented by means of colorful maps depicting underlying themes
(groups of concepts), concept frequency and connectedness. Each theme is represented by a circle
containing several interrelated concepts, and the relative importance of each theme is indicated by its
size and brightness (i.e., the bigger and brighter the circle, the more important the identified theme).
The distance between themes and concepts on the map depicts the degree of relatedness among
them, with closely situated concepts co-occurring more frequently in the corpus. Apart from the
initial exploratory map generated by Leximancer, the data can be profiled per categories of interest
(e.g., gender, year of posting, ratings of satisfaction).
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When compared to other qualitative research instruments such as NVivo and Atlas.TI, Leximancer
offers a number of advantages [69]. First of all, unlike other qualitative tools, this software does not
require any previously established code categories. Due to the automated concept extraction in
Leximancer, a quicker identification of concepts is possible, which results in time saving. Furthermore,
reaching intercoder agreement is not an issue with Leximancer, as the software uses its own algorithm
based on lexical co-ocurrence to conduct the content analysis. Also, because minimum researcher
intervention is needed in mining the text corpus, the researcher bias is reduced, and the results are
mode reliable. Whilst Leximancer offers the above mentioned advantages, it also has some limitations.
For example, the software is not able to identify the style or tone of voice of the textual statements.
Another weakness of Leximancer is that, even though the software performs automatic content analysis,
the researchers still need to read the text passages to make sense of the words that the algorithm has
determined as concepts or themes to understand their meaning in a context.

Leximancer has been used to assess corporate sustainability [70], analyze the concept of
entrepreneurial ecosystem [71] and explore the sustainable supply chain management trends [72],
among others.

The performed data analysis includes two stages: (i) A general overview of the themes underlying
cruise tourists’ onshore experience narratives describing crowding and (ii) an analysis of different
satisfaction rating groups’ perceptions of crowding. Firstly, out of the collected 2202 reviews from
cruisecritic.com, only those comments containing the word “crowd” or its derivatives (e.g., crowds,
crowded, crowding) were used as data input for the automated thematic content analysis performed by
Leximancer. Visualizing the most frequent concepts and topics contained in cruisers’ narratives about
their destination visit helps understand the context and the significance of the crowding perception
in the general experience. It should be noted that although the software automatically defines a list
of concepts not all of them provide meaningful information, and the researcher has to review them
carefully [73].

Initially, Leximancer identified 45 concepts, but we had to remove some of them, as they were
either name-like concepts (i.e., destination or sightseeing attractions names such as Santorini and
Pompeii) or were too generic verbs and adverbs (e.g., take, down) and thus were not providing any
insight on the analyzed information. The final concept list was composed of 34 concepts. In a second
stage, reviews’ satisfaction scores were chosen as mapping concepts, which produced a new view of
the map with satisfaction categories correlated with certain concepts and themes.

5. Results

5.1. Representation of Crowding in the Overall Cruise Tourists’ Onshore Experience

Once the concept list was adjusted, a map showing the most relevant themes and concepts
representing cruise tourists’ overall experience onshore was produced (see Figure 1).
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Figure 1. Overall concept map representing cruise tourists’ onshore experience.

The map includes 34 concepts, clustered in seven themes: “crowding”, “tour”, “walking”, “bus”,
“cable car”, “people” and “tourists”. The most relevant theme is “crowding”, encompassing concepts
such as “place”, “village” and “hot”. The concepts in this theme mainly refer to the physical spaces
where crowding was mostly perceived. Some of the comments representing this theme include
the following:

“10,000 people on Santorini (4 ships). Uncomfortably crowded.”

“You need to get to Oia village early as it has tiny streets and gets very crowded with tourists.”

“We took the 8:30 am shuttle, as we wanted to walk the walls before it got crowded and hot and it
worked out well.”

“The village of Oia is beautiful, but very crowded and overly commercialized.”

“Tour” emerged as the second most mentioned theme in cruise tourists’ narratives about their
onshore stay. This theme is associated with the concepts of “guide”, “city” and “interesting”, and is
highly connected with the “bus” theme, as most cruise passengers visit ports of call on bus tours. “Bus”,
in turn, includes the adjective “terrible”, indicating the satisfaction with the transport service, and the
concept of “time”, denoting the excessive amount of time spent inside the bus instead of sightseeing.

Below are some typical comments illustrating the above concepts and themes:

“I wished that we could have spent more time with our wonderful and interesting guide, Italio, at
Pompeii.”

“Tour guide was great, very very crowded on a bank holiday.”

“It was nice to see the ruins, but the trip back was difficult because they were not prepared for the trip
back and we got into a bus full of people, it was terrible.”
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“Visited Oia and Santo winery, could have spent a bit more time in Oia, the winery visit was very
crowded with lots of buses there at the same time.”

“I found that this excursion spent much time bussing us to different levels of the island.”

Another theme refers to “walking”, and represents the third most relevant topic identified in
cruise tourists’ narratives about their onshore experience. The theme includes concepts such as “port”,
“ship” and “queue” and reveals that walking distances and difficulties in moving around the port of
call are important aspects for cruise passengers.

The following review excerpts express the aforementioned ideas:

“Hard to walk around with so many people on the narrow streets.”

“We had to queue for the cable car for an hour but it was worth it as the walk down was very difficult
and slippery.”

“To get back to the ship we recommend walking the donkey trail in Fira to the harbour—it is 20
minutes.”

Further themes emerging from the narratives are “cable car” and “people”. Regarding the topic
of “cable car”, reviewers most frequently mentioned the concepts “line” and “long” and “dozens”.
The “people” theme is associated with “numerous”, “experience” and “trip”.

Some typical comments include the following:

“To get back to the ship we recommend walking the donkey trail in Fira to the harbor—it is 20 minutes
(smelly) but worth avoiding the queues for the cable car which can take up to an hour.”

“The place is beautiful but very crowded. And the line ups for the cable car were crazy.”

“The city is lovely, but there were so many people it was hard to walk.”

The last dominant theme is about other “tourists”, which have been frequently defined as
“hundreds”. A representative comment of this theme is the one above:

“It was impossible to walk around with all the tour buses unloading hundreds of tourists.”

The results reveal that, at an overall level, cruise tourists experiment the sensation of crowding
strolling at the port of call, during the bus transfers and at the attraction sites. The queues and waiting
time add up to the negative experience onshore, as tourists perceive it as a wasted time. However,
those tourists who had a guided tour seem to be more satisfied with their onshore visit, thanks to
guides’ efforts to avoid the congested sites and routes.

5.2. Representation of the Crowding Perception by Different Satisfaction Groups

This section provides an account of how the perception of crowding was represented in reviews
from different satisfaction groups. Satisfaction levels (ratings 1 to 5) were used as mapping concepts,
which resulted in five themes: “crowded”, “tour”, “cable car”, “cruise” and “trip” (see Figure 2).
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Figure 2. Representations of the onshore experience: different satisfaction groups.

Figure 2 indicates that the five satisfaction groups viewed the crowding experience differently
during their onshore stay. This is inferred by the fact that some concepts and themes are more
closely associated with particular rating groups, suggesting that the content of the narratives
differed significantly.

The narratives of the reviewers that rated their port of call experience the highest (i.e., 5 points)
are linked with the concepts “guide”, “interesting” and “city”, while the sense of crowding was not
always reported as a negative one. Typical reviews include:

“Our tour guide (looked just like Jeremy Renner) was exceptional! He was able to show us the most
interesting parts of the city in just 3 hours [ . . . ] No one spoke English, it was very retro, the soccer
games were on, the crowd was lively and what a great day in Dubrovnik!”

“’Private Custom Tour Santorini.’ Dimitris our private tour guide and driver exceeded our
expectations! Dimitris took us to some wonderful places that bus tours simply can’t navigate.”

“Fabulous guide made all the difference in bringing the ruins to life and knowing the tricks of avoiding
the crowds.”

“This included guided walking tour was again very interesting. We mixed and mingled with the
crowds of Italian speaking people while being guided very well by our English speaking tour guide.”

“Not enough time to explore this beautiful place. Our excellent tour guide got us into palace before all
the crowds.”

“Only had a short time there but thanks to an excellent guide saw a lot (and away from the
crowds too).”
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“Tour” is the concept most frequently discussed by those tourists who evaluated their shore
experience with 4 out of 5 points (i.e., very good). Other concepts related to a 4-rating experience
include “lunch”, places to “visit” and “busy”. Some reviewers declared that they would have rated
their onshore visit with 5 points if it had not been for the overcrowding.

Below are some comments pertaining to this satisfaction group:

“Naples itself is a big busy city, so not sure I would’ve wanted to spend much time there. We did an
NCL small-group tour to the Amalfi coast where we visited Positano, then Sorrento for lunch, then
a guided tour of Pompeii. It was a great tour—but I’m giving it 4 stars instead of 5 because of the
traffic on the Amalfi coast and the unfortunate overcrowding in Positano and Sorrento.”

“Great place to visit and great tour, but lots and lots of tourists! Wish I knew the answer to these
overcrowded tourist hotspots.”

“We were able to spend enough time at the Blue Mosque and Topkapi palace, although its museums
were more crowded than any I have ever seen. We had time for lunch and an hour in the Grand Bazaar
on our own. It was enough. I would have been totally lost if I had tried to go on my own so I am
satisfied with the excursion.”

The reviews of those cruise tourists who reported that their onshore experience was of “average”
quality (i.e., 3 rating points), were most frequently associated with the concepts of “crowded”, “rushed”
and “trip”. In this case, the perception of crowding had a relevant negative impact on the visit,
even though reviewers admitted that it was an “interesting trip”. The following comments show the
aforementioned ideas:

“The tour itself felt a bit rushed—I’d have preferred a transfer only rather than the guided tour as
there was a lot to see, but shuffling along in a group in the crowds made for slow progress.”

“It was very crowded and we couldn’t always see what the guide was trying to show us.”

“An otherwise interesting trip to a reasonably interesting place (with decent history) somewhat
overshadowed by the large delay getting out thanks to dozens of coaches crowding a road barely wide
enough for one.”

The group of reviewers who rated their onshore experience with only two rating stars, thus
indicating a relatively poor level of satisfaction, complained about the “terrible” “experience” they
had due to the large amount of “tourists”. Some typical comments include the following:

“But this experience on a day with 4 ships in port was anything but magical due to massive crowding
and the awful options to get back to port.”

“The crowds in Ola were terrible and things got dangerous in narrow streets we had to pass through.”

“We went to Oia Village, so crowded and hot. It was impossible to walk around with all the tour buses
unloading hundreds of tourists.”

Lastly, the comments of those cruise tourists who were least satisfied with the onshore experience
(rating = 1) were strongly linked with the “cable car” theme. The “long” “lines”, the “numerous”
“people” and the large distances they had to “walk” from the cruise “ship” until the places of interest
were mentioned as the main causes of dissatisfaction.

Below are some review excerpts that illustrate the negative contribution of crowding on the
onshore experience:

“1 hour in Amalfi, where we were constantly in fear of being run down by autos whizzing through
narrow, overcrowded streets. Highly disappointing.”
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“Extremely crowded, cruise description was not even close to what was described. Spent over half the
allotted time on a bus or in line to get onto the cable cars to get back to the ship.”

“Very long wait for the cable car!!! Very disappointing.”

In summary, while crowding was perceived by all satisfaction groups, its impact on the onshore
experience differed significantly. The findings can be interpreted in the following way: The negative
effect of crowding was ameliorated by the tour guide, the attractive sightseeing and the gastronomy of
the places visited. In contrast, the spatial crowding and the lack of the aforementioned elements in the
onshore visit are suggested as the reasons underlying the low levels of satisfaction.

6. Conclusions

The aim of the study was to assess how cruise tourists perceive and describe the crowding
phenomenon as part of their onshore experience. The research confirms the widely acknowledged
tourists’ negative reactions towards crowding at attraction sites. Nevertheless, evidence of good
crowding perception was also found. The analysis identified that the different satisfaction groups
showed a varying degree of sensitivity toward crowding. The results reveal that those tourists, who
rated their onshore experience as very good, reported perceptions of human crowding. While the
encountered tourist congestion was also emphasized by the lower satisfaction groups, the highly
satisfied cruise tourists showed crowding tolerance and even described it as “good crowding” [7].
This was especially the case when the interaction with the crowd adds to the experience (e.g., immersion
in a crowd of locals speaking a different language added to the authenticity of the travel experience,
rather than ruin it).

Another interesting finding related to the crowding perception reported by the highly satisfied
cruise tourists is the role of the tour guide in mitigating the negative congestion effects by providing
space orientation to avoid the crowds. It should also be noted that the guide’s contribution to the
positive evaluation of the onshore experience was also due to his/her knowledge about the destination,
which was also frequently reported by the reviewers. Thus, it might be inferred that informative tour
guides with good storytelling and planning skills can compensate, to a certain extent, for the negative
effect of the sensation of crowding on the overall tourist experience.

The guided tour was also the most relevant concept representing the narratives of the reviewers
who rated their onshore experience with 4 points. While this group of tourists reported having
perceived human crowding, aspects of the visit such as the lunch they had, and the interesting
attraction sites (e.g., cathedrals, heritage sites, etc.) helped to offset the negative crowding impressions.
However, some tourists pertaining to this group admitted that the crowding has detracted from their
onshore experience, which they would have otherwise rated as excellent.

The tourists who reported an average onshore experience were more sensitive to the crowding,
which had “ruined” the interesting visit to the ports of call. In this case, the reviewers described
both, human and spatial crowding, i.e., not only congestion of people was encountered, but also
difficulties in moving freely at the destination. This group of visitors acknowledged the tourist appeal
of the visited ports of call, but this was, apparently, not enough to remedy the inconveniences caused
by crowdedness.

As for the impressions shared by the unsatisfied group of tourists, they were almost exclusively
focused on the crowding issue, pointing out that the encountered crowdedness (both human and
spatial) has superseded the attractive sightseeing as the core of the onshore visit.

7. Discussion

Overall, the findings suggest that cruise tourists perceive human and spatial crowding, which
might not only be negative in nature, but also positive, in terms of augmenting the authenticity of the
travel experience. While the evidence shows that the perception of crowding in general diminishes
tourist satisfaction (and thus is in line with past research (e.g., [6]), differences have been observed in
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the specific impact of human and spatial crowdedness. Unlike spatial crowding, which has only been
reported as an impediment for enjoying the visit, human crowdedness has sometimes been considered
as “good crowding”, adding up to the local experience. Thus, an interesting finding emerging from
this research is that crowding can have not only negative, but also positive consequences on tourist
experience and satisfaction [7,9,11,34,56].

Another noteworthy finding is the role of the guide in attenuating the negative impact of crowding
on the port of call visit by avoiding the crowds of tourists in space and time. This result is in line with
existing studies emphasizing that a reasonable level of crowding makes the perception of congestion
and lack of space more bearable [8].

Several online reviews described the “good crowding” effect, which can be interpreted in the
light of different theoretical perspectives. For some of the cruise tourists, being part of the crowd
has contributed to a greater enjoyment of the visit, as the multitude of tourists is indicative of the
importance and attractiveness of the port of call destination (the Manning theory). In the case of those
cruise tourists who have chosen a guided tour as the visit format, being part of a group of tourists
who share the same interests, has contributed to a greater extent of socialization, and a more satisfying
experience (social motivation and social identity theory). Furthermore, some tourists declared being so
engaged in the visit and delighted by the tour, that the crowd around them has gone almost unnoticed
(flow theory).

Similarly, the evidence of the negative side of crowding can also be explained through existing
theories. For example, some tourists described the crowding as a circumstance that was impossible
to manage and prevented them from satisfying their sightseeing needs (social interference theory).
Others reported excessive undesired social interactions (stimulus overload theory), which restricted
their mobility (spatial crowding) and made the traffic flow uncontrollable (traffic flow theory) [9].

8. Practical Implications

The findings yield important practical implications for all the organizations involved in the
management of cruise tourists’ flows (i.e., DMOs, cruise ship companies, guided tour businesses, etc.).
It is strongly recommended to create strategies to more efficiently manage the traffic of tourists in
a way that reduces spatial crowdedness, which will, in turn, increase the satisfaction with the visit.
However, while local tourism authorities should be responsible for distributing tourists’ flows in
the destination, the cruise industry can also contribute to reduce the crowdedness in ports of call by
considering the cruise traffic when planning the itineraries, and not the fuel cost mainly [74].

The positive effects of crowding should also be leveraged by informing those tourists, who seek
to immerse into the local ambience, about the places where residents usually gather. DMOs are
also advised to encourage the purchase of guided tours, as the results of the study emphasize their
mitigating effect on tourists’ crowding perception. One way to achieve this is through more affordable
prices of cruise excursions and local company’s guided tours.

In summary, all organizations involved in cruise tourism management have to adopt sustainable
innovation practices in order to avoid the negative consequences of human and spatial crowding. In
reaching this purpose, coordination among the different actors involved in cruise tourism is essential
to secure the sustainability of this economic activity.

9. Limitations and Future Research

Finally, some research limitations have to be acknowledged. The study has analyzed crowding
perceptions in the main European cruise ports of call, which makes these findings less generalizable to
the rest of cruise regions. Hence, future studies could compare crowding perceptions across various
cruise regions (e.g., the Caribbean, Asia-Pacific). Also, the study is limited by the analysis of reviews
written in English, authored by predominantly English-speaking cruise tourists such as US and UK
citizens. A further study could collect reviews written in other languages and check if the results
still hold. Assessing the cross-cultural crowding perceptions could provide interesting findings. A
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third limitation lies in the use of one single source of data- cruisecritic.com. While this is the most
relevant online platform for cruise-related information, other sources such as Tripadvisor or cruise
blogs can be used to extend the validity of the results by increasing the sample size. Although the
current study is based on a relatively limited sample of cruise tourists, the findings suggest the key
role of tour guides in tackling tourists’ negative crowding impressions. In this regard, further research
is required in order to determine the mechanism through which guides cope with crowding, and thus
are able to significantly enhance visitors’ experience onshore. A natural progression of this piece of
work is to include the perception of crowding in tourist behavior structural models, and thus assess its
relationship with antecedent and outcome constructs.
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