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Abstract

The polar regions face growing threats from climate change, making sustainable practices
in polar cruise tourism essential. This study examines the role of marketing in promot-
ing sustainability by analysing cruise operators” websites (n = 50) and testing alternative
advertising strategies. Survey findings (n = 790) highlight that well-crafted sustainability
advertisements can reduce interest in close-up wildlife interactions, increase willingness to
pay for conservation-focused trips, and promote the adoption of sustainable technologies in
travel. Content analysis shows that award-winning operators emphasise conservation, sus-
tainability, and community engagement through distinctive digital traits. While traditional
adverts were preferred for their adventure focus, sustainability adverts resonated with
those valuing education. This study provides valuable insights for operators, policymakers,
and researchers dedicated to advancing sustainable tourism in the polar regions.
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1. Introduction
1.1. Growth of Polar Cruise Tourism

The polar regions, renowned for their uniqueness and fragility [1-3], are increasingly
threatened by anthropogenic climate change and global warming [3-6]. The polar amplifi-
cation of global warming [7-10] has accelerated glacial retreat, ice shelf collapse, and sea ice
loss, transforming these regions into last-chance tourism destinations [11-14] as travellers
seek to experience them before irreversible changes occur.

Polar cruise tourism has seen substantial growth in visitor numbers and activities [15,16].
Google trend analysis from 2019 to 2022 shows a 51% increase in interest for Antarctica
cruises and a 47% rise for Arctic cruises [17]. This growth is reflected in academic research,
shifting from early descriptive studies to more complex analyses of management, regulation,
and ecological impact. Initially, research focused on documenting polar tourism, but recent
studies explore governance, ecological interactions, tourist motivations, and community
perspectives [16,18,19].

The rapid expansion of polar tourism underscores the urgent need for sustainable
practices to protect these vulnerable ecosystems and wildlife [6,11,20,21]. The combined im-
pact of increasing tourist numbers and melting ice highlights the importance of sustainable
tourism in both practical and academic contexts [6,22,23]. Balancing tourism development
with the needs of local communities and wildlife is critical, with significant implications
for governance and management strategies in polar cruise tourism [24,25].
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1.2. Management and Sustainability

Managing polar cruise tourism requires effective strategies to mitigate its environ-
mental and cultural impacts. In Antarctica, the International Association of Antarctica
Tour Operators (IAATO) promotes safe and environmentally responsible tourism [26],
providing guidelines for operators and participating in the Antarctic Treaty Consultative
Meeting (ATCM). The Antarctic Treaty 1959 [27] designates Antarctica as a region for peace
and science, ensuring responsible use. In the Arctic, the Association of Arctic Expedition
Cruise Operators (AECO) plays a key role in sustainable tourism management, establishing
guidelines for wildlife interaction, waste management, and community engagement to
minimise environmental impact and protect cultural heritage [28]. Additionally, Arctic
nations such as Iceland, Norway, and Canada implement country-specific regulations
addressing environmental protection, indigenous rights, and resource management.

Cruise tourism presents significant environmental and social challenges [29-31]. Its im-
pacts vary in permanence, intensity, and scale [16]. While economic benefits and increased
environmental awareness through citizen science initiatives [20] can be positive, negative
effects include habitat destruction, carbon emissions, pollution, wildlife disturbances, and
biosecurity risks like disease transmission [32-36]. Research [31,37,38] highlights issues
such as solid waste pollution, overcrowding, and the homogenisation of port experiences,
as well as stress concerns over air emissions and wildlife interactions, advocating for in-
tegrated environmental and sociocultural strategies. The effects of human disturbances
on wildlife and marine heritage [39-42] and local communities [43] further underscore the
need for robust visitor guidelines.

Mitigating these impacts requires strategic tourism management, including educa-
tion, interpretation, and planning, to reduce environmental harm and foster conservation
awareness [23,26,44-47]. While some studies question whether polar cruise tourism en-
hances tourists’” pro-environmental attitudes [11], other research suggests that educational
initiatives by operators can significantly improve environmental understanding and conser-
vation behaviours [48]. Additionally, a growing number of tourists are seeking sustainable
tourism experiences in polar regions [32], highlighting tourism’s potential to promote
environmental stewardship in these fragile ecosystems. This is particularly relevant in the
context of increasing social media use and the role of influencer marketing, word-of-mouth,
and consumer-led dialogue within the broader marketing landscape [49].

1.3. The Importance of Branding and Marketing

Marketing and advertising shape popular culture, influencing how destinations like Antarc-
tica are perceived. Throughout history, Antarctica has been framed through various narratives,
including heroism, commerce, protection, peace, science, and transformation [50-52]. These nar-
ratives inform tourism marketing strategies. Early commodification focused on commercial
products such as seal furs, whale blubber, and krill oil, exemplified by the 1895 “ Antarctic
Whalebone” brand [50]. In contrast, modern NGO marketing positions Antarctica as a
place in need of protection, aligning with the Greening of Antarctica campaign. It is also de-
picted as a sanctuary for scientific research, reinforced by the Antarctic Treaty and National
Antarctic Programs. Additionally, tourism advertising presents Antarctica as a destination
for personal transformation and self-improvement [51]. These tourism imaginaries assign
both intrinsic and economic value to destinations, shaping attraction efforts and influencing
visitor perceptions [53]. Disseminated through print media, digital content, and video,
these narratives impact tourism operations, behaviours, and local communities [54].

Digital media, particularly websites and social media platforms of polar tourism
operators, play a crucial role in shaping tourism experiences, especially during pre-trip
information-seeking [55,56]. Marketing and advertising significantly influence tourists’
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perceptions and behaviours towards sustainable tourism [11,26]. While current marketing
often emphasises Antarctica’s extreme conditions to appeal to adventure and transforma-
tion [57], it must also address managing visitor expectations and minimising environmental
impacts [37,40]. Research highlights the need for visitor guidelines and innovative manage-
ment strategies to reduce the human impact on wildlife and marine ecosystems [22,41]. In
this context, marketing and communication serve as valuable management tools.

Sustainable tourism development requires marketing approaches that encourage
responsible visitor behaviours [31,43]. A critical research area is the strategic use of pre-
trip communication to shape visitor expectations and guide participation in sustainable
activities [56,58]. Setting sustainable expectations can, in turn, influence business opera-
tions toward more environmentally responsible practices. This underscores the need to
better understand consumer behaviour and purchasing decisions related to sustainabil-
ity. Furthermore, marketing represents a key research avenue in exploring how strategic
communication can drive demand for sustainable tourism [59].

1.4. Marketing Transformation

Antarctic travel is frequently marketed as a transformative experience, prominently
featured in advertisements and branding that depict it as a place for self-discovery, per-
sonal growth, and journeys fostering environmental awareness [50,51,57]. These narratives,
prevalent in tourism marketing, highlight Antarctica as a place where visitors can become
“Antarctic Ambassadors,” advocating for conservation and sustainable practices [50,60].
However, while these marketing efforts aim to promote environmental stewardship and
educate tourists about conservation issues, their actual impact on pro-environmental
behaviours remains under-researched [22]. Understanding and leveraging these transfor-
mative narratives through effective marketing strategies could help sustainable practices in
polar cruise tourism.

Technological advancements, such as high-definition cameras, extensive internet
access, and instant sharing capabilities, have revolutionised the creation and dissemination
of tourism media, including polar cruise tourism [56]. These technologies, embedded
within global tourism practices, offer a rich area for research. As digital media becomes
increasingly integral to global tourism, websites and social media have become vital
platforms for promoting and facilitating consumer choices, especially in nature-based
tourism ventures [61]. Understanding consumers’ decision-making processes is crucial for
refining communication strategies that promote sustainable consumption [62,63]. Research
on the application of marketing and advertising in polar cruise tourism, however, is scarce.

Building on evidence that advertising strongly shapes travellers’ provider choices [64],
this research examines how polar cruise operators communicate sustainability on their
websites. By analysing site content through a sustainability and conservation lens, the
research addresses a clear gap in the literature and highlights the ethical and strategic
stakes of advertising in fragile destinations such as Antarctica. It pairs a review of current
sustainability marketing practices with tests of alternative advertising approaches to iden-
tify more effective strategies for encouraging sustainable polar cruise tourism and to inform
both scholarship and industry practice. Specifically, this research addresses the following:

Research gap

o  There is little empirical work on how marketing and advertising are applied in polar
cruise tourism and what they actually do to shape sustainable choices.

e Although “transformative” Antarctic marketing is common, its impact on pro-
environmental behaviours remains under-researched.
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e A critical missing piece is evidence on the strategic use of pre-trip communication to
set expectations and guide participation in sustainable activities, linked to a better
understanding of consumer decision-making around sustainability.

Research goal

e  The study aims to (1) audit operators” websites for sustainability and conservation
messaging and (2) develop and test advertising approaches with consumers to identify
marketing strategies that encourage sustainable polar cruise tourism.

e  Methodologically, it links a visual website content analysis to a controlled consumer
experiment (constant imagery; copy varies; sustainability vs. adventure) measuring
preferences, behavioural intentions, and willingness-to-pay (WTP).

Research questions

1.  What sustainability and conservation elements do polar cruise operators present on
their websites, and how are they integrated into marketing communications? (Website
content analysis.)

2. How does advertising copy that foregrounds sustainability (versus adventure) affect
consumer preferences, behavioural intentions, and willingness-to-pay for polar cruises
when imagery is held constant? (Consumer experiment.)

3. Which messaging approach more effectively promotes sustainable polar cruise choices
and intentions overall? (Comparative effectiveness of tested strategies.)

Research hypotheses

H1 (Industry practice). Award-recognised operators display a higher prevalence and depth of
sustainability/conservation/education cues on their websites than non-award operators.

H2a (Wildlife proximity norm). Sustainability-framed copy lowers the desire for close wildlife
encounters relative to adventure copy.

H2b (WTP—conservation). Sustainability-framed copy increases willingness to pay for
conservation-contributing trips.

H2c (WT—technology). Sustainability-framed copy increases willingness to pay for sustainable
on-board technologies.

H2d (Engagement). Sustainability-framed copy increases engagement intentions (like/share/
search/talk).

H3 (Immediate appeal). In forced binary choice with identical imagery, adventure-framed
advertisements receive more immediate preference votes than sustainability-framed advertisement.

H4 (Manipulation validity). With imagery held constant, between-advertisement differences in
outcomes are attributable to message framing (copy), not to visuals.

The remainder of this article is structured as follows. Section 2 details our two-stage
methodology, linking a visual website content analysis of 50 polar cruise operators with
a controlled consumer experiment that varies advertising copy while holding imagery
constant. Section 3 reports the results from the website audit and the experiment (prefer-
ences, behavioural intentions, and willingness-to-pay). Section 4 discusses the implications
for sustainable polar cruise marketing and connects the findings to the prior literature.
Section 5 concludes, outlining practical recommendations, limitations, and avenues for
future research.
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2. Methodology

This study contributes a novel, two-stage design that links a visual website content
analysis of polar cruise operators to a consumer experiment, with the audit directly inform-
ing stimulus construction. Please see Table 1 for the detailed, step-by-step schematic of the
two-stage methodological workflow. Advertising stimuli are systematically controlled—
identical layouts and photographic frames—while only the copy varies (sustainability
vs. adventure). We combine forced-choice preferences with behavioural intentions and
willingness-to-pay measures, capturing both attitudinal and consequential outcomes. To-
gether, these elements constitute a replicable pipeline for translating sustainability guide-
lines into tested visual communications.

Table 1. Two-stage methodological workflow with numbered steps.

Overview
Two-stage design linking website content analysis with a controlled consumer experiment.
Integration compares industry practice with experimentally tested message effects.

Stage 1—Website Content Analysis Stage 2—Controlled Consumer
Experiment

1. Define sample (polar cruise operator 6.  Design experiment (random assignment
websites; n ~ 50). to copy conditions; imagery

2. Develop and pilot codebook held constant).
(sustainability /conservation claims; 7. Recruit screened online participants.
visuals; integration into copy). 8. Measure outcomes: stated preferences,

3. Audit websites using trained coders; behavioural intentions, and
record frequencies and co-occurrences. willingness-to-pay (WTP).

4. Check inter-coder agreement and 9.  Apply quality controls (attention checks;
resolve discrepancies. predefined exclusion rules).

5. Produce descriptive statistics and 10.  Estimate treatment effects and explore
messaging indices. heterogeneity by covariates.

Stimuli Development (Bridge)

Hold imagery constant across conditions; vary copy (e.g., sustainability vs. adventure). Pretest for
comprehension and appeal; refine wording,.

Integration and Interpretation

Synthesise findings: compare website practices with experimental effects.

Identify strategies that encourage sustainable choices; outline recommendations, theory/policy
implications, and limitations/future research.

2.1. Website Content Analysis
2.1.1. Sampling

The sampled polar cruise operators were retrieved by using two means: (i) recording
all the polar tourism operators in either the IAATO or AECO’s member lists, (ii) using the
queries “polar cruise” on Google Search on 10 July 2023 and recording the official websites
(exclusive of advertisements, blogs, and social media) of polar cruise companies in the top
100 search results. Such top results from search engines usually reflect the representative or
most active/popular websites in a certain field, which is considered an important sample
source for studies involving website content analysis [55]. The list of polar cruise operators
was then carefully reviewed to avoid duplicates. Travel agencies, government agencies,
and tourism operators that only offer non-cruising products (e.g., flights) were excluded
from the sample. Next, the official websites of the remaining polar cruise operators were
checked. Any operators that had no available websites or had only non-English websites
were also removed from the sample dataset. The final number of polar cruise operators
sampled was 50. These operators’ official websites (all pages) were downloaded and saved
as offline pages for subsequent content analysis.
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2.1.2. Profile of Operators

To develop a basic understanding of the sampled polar cruise operators, we identified
a series of descriptive attributes used to describe each operator by carefully reviewing the
websites of the sampled operators. The attributes are listed in Table 2.

Table 2. Profile attributes of polar tour operators.

Profile Attributes Values or Groups of Attributes

Destination Polar tourism only, or polar cruise and additional destinations

Arctic and Antarctica cruises, Arctic cruise only, or Antarctica

Polar destination .
cruise only

Landing Landing in Antarctica, or No landing (cruise only) in Antarctica
Ships 1 to 3 ships, or 3 more ships (for polar cruise)

AECO AECO member or not

TAATO TAATO member or not

Green partners At least one (display on website), or None

Number of social media accounts/platforms (links) displayed on

ial i . .
Social media their website

Whether displayed customers’ reviews, feedback, and/or

Reviews . . .

testimonials on website

Whether received the awards, eco-label, or validation regarding
Awards sustainability, conservation, and/or education at least once

(displayed on website)

Whether provided downloadable materials regarding

Downloadable materials . . . . .
sustainability, conservation, and/or education on website

2.1.3. Coding

We developed a coding system to analyse website content on sustainability, conser-
vation, and education. The codebook comprised two categories: (i) sustainability and
conservation (12 codes) and (ii) education (nine codes), informed by the study’s objectives
and Reamer’s [56] analysis of whale-watching cruise websites. Table 3 details the codes
and descriptions [56]. Each website was assessed for the presence of relevant content,
with codes recorded as “present” or “absent” in the SPSS dataset. Chi-square tests were
conducted to determine differences in sustainability, conservation, and education content
among polar cruise operators based on their profile attributes.

Table 3. Coding System and Description of Codes.

Codes I: Sustainability and Conservation Explanation

Best-practice

Mention of relevant environmental regulations and laws, codes of
best-practice

Direct conservation practice

Direct conservation work by the operator

Direct eco-friendly practice

Mention of direct/specific eco-friendly practices, e.g., waste management,
minimising footprint, and carbon offsetting, etc.

Direct financial contribution

Mention of direct contribution of a tour percentage to ‘give back” and
contribute financially to benefit people or the planet (visitor levy or direct
contribution of operators)

Safety

Display/Descriptions of safety measures and policies in place for tourists

Scientific research

Operator contributions to scientific research, e.g., financial, researchers on
board, and citizen science




Sustainability 2025, 17, 9833

7 of 26

Table 3. Cont.

Codes I: Sustainability and Conservation

Explanation

Social good

Mention of collaboration/support of local community development and
social good (e.g., local employment, other benefits to local communities)

Stakeholders as agents of positive change

Describing people/stakeholders as ‘agents of positive change’, e.g., changing
attitudes towards conservation/environmental issues such as climate change,
turning visitors into ambassadors

Climate change

Description of climate change and/or vulnerable nature of the
polar ecosystem

Wildlife: close-up encounter

Mention of ‘close-up’ or ‘intimate’ wildlife encounters

Wildlife: conservation status

Mention of terms such as ‘rarest’, ‘endangered’

Wildlife: reducing human’s impact

Mention of reducing tourists” impact on wildlife, e.g., human-wildlife
management strategies of distance to wildlife

Codes II: Education

Materials and handouts

Handouts and other materials provided (on-board) for education

Education opportunities on-board

On-board education (e.g., via on-board lectures, interpreters) opportunities

Educator: knowledgeable

Mention of knowledgeable team (staff or guest educator)

Educator: qualifications

Specific educators’ qualifications, e.g., biologist, trained expert, etc.

Learn about local community

Learn about local community, as outcomes of education

Learn about local environment

Learn about local environment, as outcomes of education

Learn about local wildlife

Learn about local wildlife, as outcomes of education

Learn about behaviour change

Learn about what you can do at home as outcomes of education

Pre-tour briefing Mention of pre-tour briefing

2.1.4. Visual Research Design and Stimulus Development

Stimulus development procedure. Advertisement stimuli were derived from the
website audit—capturing what operators currently communicate—and guided by best-
practice visual communication principles from the literature [59]. This ensured the designs
were both ecologically valid and theoretically grounded.

Foundational visual insights: our website audit coded sustainability, conservation, and
education signals across operators’ sites (e.g., best-practice, responsible wildlife encounters,
and education on board). These codes revealed which visual and narrative elements
(e.g., proximity to wildlife, conservation/education framing) are most prevalent in award-
winning operators’ digital communications and thus should be manipulated directly in
experimental advertisements.

Stimulus logic: guided by that audit, we built six portrait-format adverts in matched
pairs that hold the image constant while swapping the copy: control (adventure/close-up
encounter emphasis) versus test (sustainability /education/conservation emphasis). Pho-
tographs systematically vary human-wildlife framing: (A) penguin with distant/blurred
humans and boats, (B) penguins only, (C) close human-penguin proximity—allowing us
to test textual effects while acknowledging visual sensitivity to distance cues. Layout,
typography, and length were held constant across all six adverts.

Experimental controls and tools: participants were randomly assigned to advert con-
ditions with order balancing, then the intentions were evaluated (like/share/search/talk)
on 5-point scales before completing a binary forced-choice between sustainability versus
adventure versions of the same image. We implemented this in a mainstream survey
platform, sampling ensured balanced groups, and we analysed open-ended responses
qualitatively and quantitative outcomes with standard statistical packages.
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Rationale: Holding images constant within pairs eliminates confounding by photo-
graphic content and isolates the treatment effect of message framing. Embedding human-—
wildlife distance operationalises a visual best-practice consideration surfaced by the audit.
Forced-choice plus intentions and WTP items capture both preference trade-offs and action-
oriented outcomes; randomisation and order balancing minimise position effects.

2.2. Consumer Reception Survey

We surveyed a national adult sample (n = 790 valid responses) with balanced assign-
ments across content and order groups, enabling clean comparisons between message
effects. Demographic distributions were similar across groups. Participants were recruited
via CloudResearch Connect between 1 and 8 August 2024 using unique panel links. Eli-
gibility was screened prior to consent and required age > 18, current U.S. residence, and
interest in polar cruise tourism (i.e., willingness to consider a cruise). Eligible respondents
who consented were randomly assigned to advertising-copy conditions (e.g., sustainability
vs. adventure) while imagery was held constant, the survey platform balanced groups
automatically. In total, 811 panellists initiated the survey; after applying the pre-specified
exclusion rules above, 790 respondents provided valid data and were retained for analysis
(97.4% of starters). Randomization remained balanced across conditions.

2.2.1. Sampling and Data Analysis

The questionnaire, incorporating Experiments I and II, was developed using the online
survey platform Qualtrics XM. It underwent pre-testing and pilot testing to ensure clarity
and correct execution of the experiments following University of Otago Ethics research
approval (Reference D23/210). Respondents were recruited via CloudResearch Connect,
a widely used platform for distributing surveys and gathering high-quality responses
efficiently. Once the target sample size (n = 800) was achieved, the data were downloaded
for analysis. One-way ANOVA, Univariate General Linear Model (GLM), and Chi-square
tests were used to assess the differences between experimental groups. Statistical analysis
was conducted in SPSS Version 27, while open-ended responses were analysed using
NVivo Version 14.

2.2.2. Design of the Experimental Advertisements

Six experimental advertisements with distinct images and text but a consistent design
were developed for the survey to compare consumer preferences for traditional versus
sustainability-focused marketing. Each advert followed a 3:4 portrait ratio, featuring a
capitalised headline, a sub-headline, and a photographic image, accompanied by eight
lines of descriptive text in black on a white background. The layout remained uniform
across all six adverts, with variations in text and imagery distinguishing sustainable and
unsustainable tourism messaging between the test and control groups.

As detailed in Table 4, the control adverts (A1, B1, C1) shared identical text highlighting
adventure, close-up wildlife encounters, and entertainment, while the test group (A2, B2,
C2) used the same structure to focus on sustainability, education, and conservation. Each
advert contained one of three photographic images (Table 4), all featuring penguins and
the Antarctic environment (e.g., sea, ice). Two images included humans: the first (A1, A2)
showed blurred humans and boats in the background, while the third (C1, C2) depicted a
sharply focused human close to a penguin. The second image (B1, B2) contained no human
presence. For further details on the images, see Table 4.
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Table 4. The specific content in the six experimental advertisements.

A 1 Control Adverts A 2 Test Advert

ANTARCTICA: TRAVEL ANTARCTIC TRAVELLERS FACE A CRUCIAL
WHERE FEW CHOICE: OR

ANTARCTICA: TRAVEL ANTARCTIC TRAVELLERS FACE A CRUCIAL
WHERE FEW EVER CHOICE: OR

C1

ANTARCTICA: TRAVEL ANTARCTIC TRAVELLERS FACE A CRUCIAL
WHERE FEW EVER CHOICE: OR

The three header photographic images used in the advertisements

Group Al B1 C1 A2 B2 Cc2

Content Control Control Control Test Test Test
A closg—up §hot ofa A wide shot of penguins, A medium shot of a

. penguin with blurred . L human close to a

Header image . . with sea and ice in the L Same as Al Same as B1 Same as C1
sea, ice, and boats in the backeround penguin, with sea and
background 8 ice in the background

Headline Discover Antarctica: Antarctic Travellers Face a Crucial Choice:
Travel Where Few Venture Protect or Exploit

Sub-headline Stop Dreaming. Start Planning. Rethink Your Bucket List. Cruise Sustainably. Your Choice. Their Future.
Ready to explore Antarctica? Ready to explore Antarctica?
Choose the leaders in adventure travel: Choose the leaders in sustainable adventure travel:
@ Close-up wildlife encounters @ Responsible wildlife encounters

Detailed textual u Entertainment activities W Educational activities

content @ Purpose-built vessels @ Purpose-built sustainable vessels
 Commitment to service  Commitment to conservation
Enjoy, discover, embrace. Book now! Enjoy, protect, preserve. Book now!
#AntarcticAdventure #AdventureWithPurpose

2.2.3. Questionnaire

The survey questionnaire comprised four sections. First, participants were asked about
prior polar cruise experiences and destinations. The second section included 12 questions
assessing their likelihood of taking an Antarctic cruise (Q2), evaluations, and behavioural
intentions after viewing experimental adverts (Q3-5) and attitudes towards responsible
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travel, sustainable tourism, and financial support for conservation (Q6). Participants
were randomly shown either a control (A1) or test (A2) advert and provided feedback on
likes/dislikes (Q3—4) and behavioural intentions (Q5).

To examine the effect of advert exposure on sustainability perceptions (Q6), the display
order varied, appearing either before or after Q2 and Q6. This created four experimental
groups: two content groups (A1/A2) and two order groups (before/after). The survey
platform ensured balanced sample sizes across groups.

Participants rated four behavioural intentions—liking/sharing the advert, seeking
more information, and discussing sustainable Antarctic tourism—on a 5-point Likert scale
(1 = very unlikely, 5 = very likely). The third section involved a binary choice experiment
where participants viewed one of three advert pairs (A1/A2, B1/B2, C1/C2), each featuring
the same image but different text (test vs. control, see Table 3). They selected the more
appealing advert and explained their choice. The final section collected socio-demographic
data (gender, age, education, and country/region).

3. Results

3.1. Website Content Analysis
3.1.1. Profile

The profile information of 50 sampled polar cruise operators was collected. Sixteen
(32.0%) of these companies operated polar tourism exclusively, while the rest (34, or 68.0%)
of them focused on both polar and non-polar destinations. With respect to these polar
destinations, the majority of the sampled companies (36, or 72.0%) covered both Arctic
and Antarctic cruises; five (10.0%) focused on the Arctic expeditions only; nine (18.0%)
focused on Antarctic cruises only. All the Arctic expeditions had landing activities at one
or more sites. For Antarctica, six companies offered ‘cruise only” while the rest had at least
one landing site in their itineraries. The majority of the sampled companies (32, or 64.0%)
owned one to three ships for polar cruises. Eighteen companies (36.0%) had more than
three ships for tourism in the polar destinations.

With respect to social media and interactive features, 21 (42.0%) operators presented
customers’ reviews/feedback/testimonials (or the links to such content) on their websites.
Most sampled operators (45, or 90.0%) displayed at least one social media account/platform
on their website. The median number of social media accounts/platforms is four (ranging
from O to 8).

3.1.2. Sustainability and Conservation Elements on Websites

Regarding sustainability and conservation elements on the sampled websites,
27 (54.0%) sampled operators noted that they were members of the AECO, while 41 (82.0%)
noted that they were members of the IAATO. A total of 31 (62.0%) operators listed at least
one ‘green partner’ (i.e., education, conservation, or sustainability organisations) on their
website (textual descriptions or simply a list of icons/logos). Moreover, 12 (24.0%) opera-
tors had received awards, eco-labels, or validation regarding sustainability, conservation,
and/or education at least once and displayed them on their website. Also, 12 (24.0%)
operators provided downloadable materials regarding sustainability, conservation, and/or
education, such as detailed sustainability strategies, practices, or impact reports.

3.1.3. Descriptions Regarding Sustainability, Conservation, and Education

A summary of the results of the website content scanning is shown in Figure 1a,b. All
the sample operators have referred to at least one code in the category Sustainability and
conservation. In this category, the codes Safety, Direct eco-friendly practice and Best-practice
were referred to by the majority of the sample operators (98%, 86%, and 68%, respectively;
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see Figure 1a for details). The coverage of the rest of the codes was generally between 30%
and 50% of the sample websites. The mention of terms regarding the conservation status
and/or rarity, such as ‘rarest’ and ‘endangered” has the least coverage (26.0%). Regarding
the category Education, the codes Education opportunities on-board (88%) and Learn about
local wildlife (76%) were the most commonly mentioned codes across the different sample
websites, while the least mentioned code was Learn about behaviour change, i.e., what the
tourists can do at home as outcomes of on-board education (Figure 1b).

0.0% 10.0% 20.0% 30.0% 40.0% 50.0% 60.0% 70.0% 80.0% 90.0% 100.0%

Best-practice | cc.0% (34)

Direct conservation practice

Direct eco-friendly practice

Direct financial contribution

Safety

Scientific research

Social good

Stakeholders as agents of positive change

Climate change

Wildlife: close-up encounter

Wildlife: conservation status

Wildlife: reducing human’s impact

I <<.0% (24
N 0% (42)
I <5.0% 23
.o 4)
I <o.c% )
N =-.c% (27
I <:.0% (29

I <o.0% (20

I .o 19

I 5% (3

I 3:.% (5]

0.0%

Materials and handouts
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Figure 1. A summary of the website content scanning results. Percentages of websites (numbers of
operators) that had content conforming to a certain code out of the total sample website (n = 50).
Codes were grouped into two categories: sustainability and conservation (a), and education (b).
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Results revealed that award-winning operators (received the awards, eco-labels, or
validation regarding sustainability, conservation, and/or education at least once and dis-
played them on the website) and non-award-winning operators (have not received such
awards or did not display them on the website) showed some significant differences on the
content regarding sustainability, conservation, and education on their websites. Specifically,
as presented in Figure 2, first, more award-winning operators (50.0% of them) provided
downloadable materials regarding conservation/sustainability /education than non-award-
winning operators (15.8% of them), by Chi-square test, X?> (1, N = 50) = 5.85, p = 0.016.
Second, 75.0% of the award-winning operators claimed that they had provided direct finan-
cial contributions (regarding conservation, sustainability, and/or education). By contrast,
only 36.8% of the non-award-winning operators noted this (Chi-square test, X (1, N = 50)
=5.35, p = 0.021). Third, 91.7% of the award-winning operators described stakeholders’
positive changes on their website, while 34.2% of the non-award-winning operators referred
to this code (Chi-square test, X* (1, N = 50) = 12.06, p < 0.001). Also, more award-winning
operators (83.3%) referred to the code Learn about local community than non-award-winning
operators (42.1%), by Chi-square test, X? (1, N =50)=6.21, p = 0.013. Furthermore, more
award-winning operators (50.0%) referred to the code Learn about behaviour change than
non-award-winning operators (18.4%), by Chi-square test, X? (1, N = 50) = 4.73, p = 0.003.

91.7% B Award-winning operators
83.3% A
Non-award-winning operators
75.0%
50.0% 50.00%
42.1%
36.8%
34.2%
18.40%
15.8%
Downloadable Direct financial Stakeholders as agents Learn about local Learn about behaviour
materials contribution of positive change community change

Figure 2. A summary chart of the presence of different codes on the websites of different types of
operators (characterised by whether they had won awards regarding sustainability, conservation,
and/or education). Percentages represent the number of the websites which referred to a certain code
out of the total sample website (50). Only significant differences are provided.

Because image frames were held constant within each choice pair, between-advert
differences primarily reflect textual framing rather than photography. Randomisation
and order balancing further reduce bias. This design choice explains why preference
splits track message tone while willingness-to-pay and intention outcomes respond to the
sustainability frame.
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3.2. Consumer Reception Survey

We surveyed a national adult sample with balanced assignment across content and
order groups, enabling clean comparisons of message effects. Demographic distributions
were similar across groups.

Sample Profiles

A total of 811 respondents participated in the questionnaire survey, of which
790 (97.4%) of them provided valid answers and were from the targeted region (the United
States) for this survey. Therefore, the sample size for the subsequent analysis was based
upon these 790 responses. The profiles of the sample population are reported in Table 5.
The gender ratio of the sample was generally balanced: 48.1% were female and 50.1%
were male. The majority of the respondents were aged 25-44 years (25-34 years: 31.3%;
35-44 years: 27.5%). Most participants were relatively well-educated: 84.1% of them have
completed a tertiary education (e.g., Graduate Diploma, Bachelor’s Degree, Master’s De-
gree, or Doctoral Degree). The distributions of demographic attributes of the respondents
were generally similar across the experimental groups.

Table 5. The socio-demographic profiles of the participants (n = 790).

Profiles Frequency (Percentage)
Gender Female 380 (48.1%)
Male 396 (50.1%)
Other /Prefer not to say 14 (1.8%)
Age (years) 18 to 24 66 (8.4%)
25 to 34 247 (31.3%)
35 to 44 217 (27.5%)
45 to 54 128 (16.2%)
55 to 64 88 (11.1%)
Over 65 44 (5.6%)
Education High school or less 126 (15.9%)
Graduate Diploma 101 (12.8%)
Bachelor’s Degree in college 389 (49.2%)
Master’s Degree 139 (17.6%)
Doctoral Degree 35 (4.4%)

Most of the participants (753, 95.3%) had never been on a cruise to the polar regions,
while 37 respondents had experienced such cruises and reported their specific destinations.
Amongst these polar destinations, Alaska was the most popular destination (14 participants
reported), followed by Antarctica (8 respondents), the Canadian Arctic (4 respondents), and
Greenland (4 respondents). A few participants also mentioned they had visited other polar
destinations, such as Norway and Iceland (less than three respondents for each destination).

3.3. Experiment I: The Impact of Textual Content and Order of Displaying
3.3.1. Likelihood of Visiting Antarctica

Nearly a quarter of the respondents (25.8%) were likely (21.4%) or very likely (4.4%)
to go on a cruise to Antarctica in the future. The rest of them did not express an intention
to visit Antarctica: 40.1% of them were “Unlikely” or “Very unlikely” to go, and 34.1%
were “Undecided”. The content of the adverts (test and control), the order of displaying
the adverts (before or after this question), and all the demographic attributes did not have
significant impacts on the intentions here (GLM, model significance p > 0.05; for all the
factors, p > 0.05).
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3.3.2. Agreement to Conservation and Responsible Tourism

Generally, the results of the participants’ rating on the five statements regarding
conservation and responsible tourism (Q6) revealed that the majority of them expressed a
relatively high environmental awareness: 89.0% of them agreed (44.9% agreed and 44.1%
strongly agreed) that they would choose an operator who supports responsible wildlife
encounters. Even though over half of the participants agreed (38.1%) or strongly agreed
(20.9%) that they would choose an operator that brings them in the closest proximity to
wildlife, the majority of them still agreed (42.4% agreed and 29.1% strongly agreed) that if
they saw irresponsible operational practices, they would express concerns. A total of 58.2%
of the participants were likely to pay a premium for a trip that contributes to conservation
(41.5% agreed and 16.7% strongly agreed). A similar proportion of the participants reported
that they would pay a premium for a trip that uses sustainable technologies to reduce waste
and emissions (39.5% agreed and 16.2% strongly agreed).

Considering the experimental groups, the text content of the advert (both test and con-
trol) significantly influenced respondents” agreement with three out of the five statements
in Q6 (Figure 3). The order of item presentation did not show a clear effect: for Q6, we
combined the “test after” and “control after” groups into a single group called “no advert”
since the advert was shown after Q6 in both groups, and the items displayed before Q6
were identical. Results showed that the mean agreement scores in the “no advert” group
were similar to those in the control group (control before). The statistical significance of
these impacts and the pairwise comparisons are detailed below.

4.00 m Test advert (before)

u No advert (after)

3.80
u Control advert (before)
f 3.65 3.66
3.50 3.41 3.42
3.35
3.29 T
3.00 ,
2.50
2.00 i

Choose an operator that gets Pay a premium for a trip that Pay a premium for a trip that
me closest to wildlife contributes to conservation uses sustainable technologies

Agreement scores

Figure 3. Participants’ agreement to the following statements: (i) choose an operator that gets me
closest to wildlife, (ii) pay a premium for a trip that contributes to conservation, and (iii) pay a
premium for a trip that uses sustainable technologies. Scores were presented based on a five-point
Likert scale, i.e., one = strongly disagreed with the statement, five = strongly agreed. The no advert
group was a merged group from the “test after” and the “control after”.

First, after viewing the test advert (sustainability content), participants were less likely
to be interested in close-up encounters with the wildlife: there was a significant difference
in the mean agreement scores (i.e., one = strongly disagreed to the statement, five = strongly
agreed to the statement) between the test group (M = 3.29, SD = 1.07) and the remaining
groups (control group: M = 3.80, SD = 1.03; no advert group: M = 3.66, SD = 1.05) (ANOVA,
F(2,787) =12.4, p < 0.001). Pairwise comparisons reported a significant difference between
the test group and the control group (post hoc LSD test, p < 0.001), and also between the
test group and the no advert group (post hoc LSD test, p < 0.001). In contrast, there was
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no significant difference in the mean scores between the control group and the no advert
group (ANOVA post hoc LSD test, p > 0.05).

Second, the willingness of respondents to pay a premium (up to 10%) for a trip
that contributes to conservation was significantly impacted by the content of the advert
(ANOVA, F (2,787) = 4.4, p = 0.012). Respondents were more likely to pay such a premium
after viewing the test advert (sustainability content) compared to those in the control
advert group and no advert group (Myest = 3.65, SD = 1.07; Meoptor = 341, SD = 1.20;
M0 advert = 3.35, SD = 1.20; post hoc LSD test, p = 0.043 between the test and control groups;
p = 0.003 between the test and no advert groups).

Similarly, the sustainability advert also significantly impacted the respondents’ inten-
tion to pay a premium for a trip that uses sustainable technologies to reduce waste and
emissions (ANOVA, F (2,787) = 8.7, p < 0.001). We identified that the respondents had a
higher willingness to pay after viewing the test advert (M;es; = 3.66, SD = 1.11; post hoc LSD
test, p = 0.039 between the test and control groups; p < 0.001 between the test and no advert
groups), compared to those who viewed the control and no advert groups (Mot = 3.42,
SD =1.19; My agvert = 3.23, SD = 1.21; post hoc LSD test, p > 0.05 between the control and
no advert groups).

3.3.3. Liked and Disliked Elements of the Two Experimental Adverts

The content analysis of the open-ended answers to Q3 (liked aspects) and Q4 (disliked
aspects) was conducted based on a word frequency analysis. Results revealed that the
participants focused not only on the textual content in the advert but also on the visual
elements, such as the image and the design (layout) of the advert. They could indeed
acknowledge that sustainability and conservation were emphasised in the test advert.
Table 6 reported the results of the word frequency analysis on participants’ comments on
their most liked and disliked aspects after viewing the test advert (n = 392) or the control
advert (n = 398). Importantly, they mentioned a number of communal liked (and also
disliked) aspects in both the test and control groups. Such communal points were also
noted in Table 6 (the bolded text).

Table 6. Results of the word frequency analysis on Q3 and Q4. The 10 most frequently appeared
words in each group were presented with frequencies (the number in the bracket). Bolded words
represent that they are amongst the top 10 words in both the test and control groups. Group
names: test liked = most liked aspects after viewing the test advert (emphasising sustainability);
test disliked = most disliked aspects after viewing the test advert; control liked = most liked aspects
after viewing the control advert (emphasising adventure/unsustainability); control disliked = most
disliked aspects after viewing the control advert.

Rank Test Liked Control Liked Test Disliked Control Disliked
1 Wildlife (89) Penguin (132) Colour (51) Colour (75)
2 Sustainability (83) Wildlife (73) Cruise (47) Ship (56)
3 Penguin (75) Close (46) Red (45) Red (50)

4 Cruise (56) Picture (39) Exploit (33) Font (46)
5 Responsible (53) Encounter (34) Green (31) Text (44)

6 Protect (46) Cute (33) Choice (29) Green (38)
7 Conservation (33) Animal (26) Word (27) Wildlife (32)
8 Focus (32) Cruise (24) Ship (26) Close (30)
9 Encounter (30) Bird (22) Design (25) Penguin (29)
10 Animal (28) Ship (20) Font (24) Word (26)

3.3.4. Liked Aspects of the Test and Control Adverts

In both the test (A2) and control (A1) adverts, participants showed strong interest
in the image, particularly its subject—the penguin—which was frequently cited as the
most appealing element. Word frequency analysis highlighted four commonly used words
related to the penguin (Penguin, Wildlife, Animal, and Encounter; see Table 6). One
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participant noted, “The penguin is upfront and who doesn’t love penguins” (Participant 165,
test group).

Participants in the control group referenced the penguin more often than those in the
test group, with additional top-ranking words such as bird, cute, and close—seven of the
top ten words related to the penguin. Many control group participants associated the image
with close-up wildlife encounters, with the word Close appearing 46 times. For example,
one participant stated, “close-up wildlife encounters. That feels more worth it” (Participant 165,
control group). In contrast, the test group mentioned close only four times. Some test group
participants expressed concerns about proximity to wildlife, as one explained, “I like how it
outlines the sustainable practices they implement, especially the responsible wildlife encounters. It
always makes me mad to see people getting too close to wildlife because it’s the wildlife that winds
up paying the price, not the people” (Participant 310, test group).

Beyond the image, participants also noted the strong environmental conservation
and sustainability messages in the test advert. Many appreciated the focus on responsible
wildlife encounters and educational elements promoting nature and wildlife protection,
particularly in the Antarctic ecosystem. Four of the top 10 words for the test advert
reflected these themes (Sustainability, Responsible, Protect, Conservation; see Table 6). One
participant remarked, “what I like most is the phrase ‘Cruise sustainably. Your Choice. Their
future’. This message really hits home that we need to be responsible for our actions” (Participant
57, test group). Another highlighted the appeal of sustainability and education: “the focus
on responsible wildlife encounters and commitment to conservation are great. The mention of
educational opportunities also draws me in. This honestly sounds like the type of trip I'd enjoy
taking” (Participant 177, test group). A few participants also linked the image to the
sustainability message, such as one who observed, “the use of penguin nesting imagery to
depict the sustainable aspects of the ad” (Participant 16, test group).

3.3.5. Disliked Aspects of the Test and Control Adverts

Negative feedback primarily focused on the advertisements’ design and messaging.
Participants criticised visual elements, including colours, text formatting, font style, and
layout, describing them as unappealing or amateurish. Both test and control adverts
received similar design-related complaints, with five of the top ten disliked words shared
across groups, four of which related to design: colour, red, green, and font (see Table 6). Red
and green, used in the headline, were particularly criticised. One participant noted, “the red
and green lettering is terrible. Makes it seem like one of those political slam ads” (Participant 138,
test group), suggesting the colour choices negatively affected both aesthetics and message
delivery. A control group participant echoed this concern: “I don’t like the red lettering...
It gives off a weird vibe that makes you not want to go on this kind of cruise” (Participant 223,
control group).

Content-related criticism varied between adverts. The test advert, which focused
on sustainability, was perceived by some as guilt-inducing, with the word exploit
(frequency = 33) being particularly contentious. One participant stated, “ads should be
positive, and the word exploit feels too harsh or negative” (Participant 667, test group). Others
found the message too confrontational or lacking specificity regarding sustainable practices:
“it looks more like a warning than an invitation” (Participant 668, test group).

For the control advert, negative comments centred on environmental concerns and
wildlife disturbance, particularly due to the emphasis on close encounters. As a result,
wildlife, close, and penguin ranked among the most frequently cited disliked words
(frequencies: 32, 30, and 29). Additionally, the ship (frequency = 56) in the background was
perceived as an industrial element conflicting with environmental values. One participant
remarked, “I hate that they are so close to the penguin nest with the big industrial boat in the
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background” (Participant 66, control group), while another noted, “the industrial ship in
glaring view makes it seem like sustainability is not part of the business model” (Participant
86, control group). Some participants also expressed concerns about the impact of close-
up encounters on wildlife, with one stating, “getting that close to animals messes up their
ecosystem” (Participant 345, control group).

3.3.6. Behavioural Intentions

On the whole, the participants demonstrated varying levels of interest in the four
behaviours: 34.6% of the participants intended to like the advert on social media (25.7%
likely and 8.9% very likely; M = 2.69, SD = 1.34, based on the five-point Likert scores);
15.5% of the participants intended to share (11.7% likely and 3.9% very likely; M = 2.15,
SD =1.17); 56.5% of them would search for the sustainable Antarctic cruise tourism (42.2%
likely and 14.3% very likely; M = 3.31, SD = 1.25); and 42.3% of them would talk to others
about sustainable Antarctic cruise tourism (35.3% likely and 7.0% very likely; M = 2.94,
SD =1.24).

The Univariate General Linear Model (GLM) was employed to test whether there was a
significant difference in the Likert scores between groups. Two categorical factors (content,
i.e., test/control, and order, i.e., before/after) and the interaction (content*order) were
entered into the model, while the dependent variables of the models were the mean Likert
scores of the four behaviours. As given in Figure 4, the only significant model is the one
that used Liking on social media as the dependent variable (GLM, F (3, 786) = 3.1, p = 0.026),
suggesting the experimental group(s) had a significant impact on scores. Specifically, we
identified that the only significant independent variable in this model was the content of
the advert (GLM, the factor Content, F (1,786) = 5.2, p = 0.023), whereas the impacts of order
and interaction were insignificant. Thus, after viewing the test advert, the participants
were more likely to “like” it on social media, compared to the control advert (M.s: = 2.80,
SD =1.34; Moontror = 2.58, SD = 1.33). The three insignificant GLMs (dependent variables:
intention to share, search, and talk, see Figure 4) represented that the influences of both
content and order on willingness to share, search, and talk were not significant.

m Test advert

Control advert

3.37
3.25
2.98
2.80 289
2.58
217 212

Liking* Sharing Searching Talking

Figure 4. Participants’ behavioural intentions after viewing the adverts. The scores were reported
based on a five-point Likert scale, i.e., one = very unlikely, five = very likely. * Significant difference
in intention scores between test and control group.
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3.4. Experiment II: Cognitive Appeal of the Adverts with Different Content

This part of the results corresponded to Part III of the questionnaire. The three
experimental groups had similar sample sizes (Group A, n = 265; Group B, n = 263; Group
C, n = 262). The participants ticked their preferred adverts from the binary choice set
displayed and explained the reasons for their choices. Results revealed that all three control
adverts in the three groups received more votes (i.e., number/frequency of the participants
who ticked this advert as preferred) than the test adverts in the same group. Interestingly,
the differences in the votes between the test and control adverts across the three groups
were similar, i.e., Group A: 142 (control) versus 123 (test); Group B: 142 (control) versus
121 (test); Group C: 142 (control) versus 120 (test), even though the advert pairs in different
groups contained different images (Figure 5).

m Test advert

Control advert

53.6% 54.0% 54.2%
(142) (142) (142)
46.4% 46.0% 45.8%
(123) (121) (120)
Group A (Image A) Group B (Image B) Group C (Image C)

Figure 5. The proportions and frequencies of votes for the preferred adverts in the three experimental
groups. The three groups contained three different binary choice sets of adverts, respectively.

The above frequencies, as well as the content analysis on participants” explanations,
suggested that the participants’ preferences were mainly based on the text in the advert.
However, the different images in the three groups did not play a notable role in the
preferences of participants, because the votes across the three groups had similar frequency
proportions, and very few participants referred to the images in their comments.

According to the content analysis on their explanations, the participants who preferred
the three control adverts (adverts Al, Bl, or C1) provided similar reasons, even though
they were divided into three different groups. These reasons are summarised as follows.

(i) Positive and Encouraging Tone

Many participants perceived the control adverts as more positive, uplifting, and
aspirational compared to the test adverts. They appreciated the emphasis on adventure and
entertainment, key aspects people seek in vacations. The control adverts were also seen as
more straightforward and less confrontational in tone, making them more appealing. One
participant noted, “It (Advert B1) sounds more fun and exciting. While (Advert B2) is true and
more responsible, it makes me feel I shouldn’t go at all” (Participant 411, preferred B1 from the
B1/B2 choice set).

In contrast, participants criticised the test adverts for their harsh, demanding, or guilt-
inducing language, which some felt resembled an environmental campaign rather than a
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tourism advertisement. A few suggested that a combination of messaging from both the
test and control adverts would likely be more effective and engaging.

(if) Highlighting Vacation Travel Features

The emphasis on entertainment, close-up wildlife encounters, and overall enjoyment in
the control adverts appealed to many respondents, as these were key factors they considered
when planning a polar vacation. They favoured these aspects over the conservation
and sustainability focus of the test adverts, which some perceived as overly moralising.
One participant remarked, “If I'm on a vacation, I'm not interested in being ‘responsible” or
‘sustainable,” so (Advert B1) beats (Advert B2)” (Participant 524, preferred B1 from the B1/B2
choice set).

Conversely, those who preferred the test adverts (A2, B2, or C2) provided distinct
reasons for their choice. They appreciated the positive, sustainable, and educational
messaging, viewing it as a more responsible option for environmentally conscious travellers.
Many cited alignments with their personal values regarding environmental conservation
and responsible tourism, as the test adverts resonated with their desire to travel in a way
that reflects their ethical beliefs. Their specific reasons for choosing the test adverts are
outlined below.

(i) Emphasis on Responsibility and Sustainability

Many participants appreciated that the test adverts highlighted responsible tourism
and sustainability. They felt that this advert was more aligned with ethical practices and
environmental consciousness. For example, a participant said, “I would want to protect nature
and the environment while exploring on a cruise. It's important to be a good citizen of this Earth.
We've only got one!” (Participant 359, preferred B2 from the choice set B1/B2). Nevertheless,
a number of participants who voted for the test adverts still pointed out that it needed to
be rephrased, for example, “I am a huge supporter of sustainability. However—if you are trying
to promote sustainable Antarctica travel, I think you should rephrase it because it sounds more like
‘Stay away!”” (Participant 276, preferred B2 from the choice set B1/B2).

(i) Educational and Professional Messaging

Respondents were drawn to the test adverts” educational content and its positive,
non-exploitative approach to wildlife and nature. They preferred such an informative
and professional tone that encouraged learning and awareness, such as “I'd rather have
educational activities over entertainment ones, to be honest, and the rest is that I must place higher
priority on sustainability and wildlife ethics than I can on any of my personal desires” (Participant
78, preferred A2 from the choice set A1/A2).

(iii) Concerns for Conservation

Many comments reflected a strong concern for wildlife conservation, animal welfare,
and ethical considerations. Participants favoured the test adverts because it seemed to
prioritise the well-being of wildlife and the integrity of natural habitats, such as “I like it
(Advert C2) more because it suggests that they do not exploit wildlife and in turn, if I were to book
with them, I would not be exploiting either. 1 would be aiding conservation with my purchase”
(Participant 646, preferred C2 from the choice set C1/C2).

(iv) The Influence of Images

7

The images in the adverts were not a significant element that affected the participants
preferences for the adverts, as the images in each binary choice set were the same. However,
a few participants did refer to the images in their comments, and almost all such comments
were from the choice set C1/C2, where the photograph contained a human becoming close
to a penguin. The participants generally focused on the appropriateness and impact of such
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proximity on wildlife. They expressed concerns about the closeness of the human to the
penguin in the image, fearing that it might disturb or negatively impact the wildlife, such
as “I feel the person’s too close to the penguin in both ads.” (Participant 620, preferred C2
from the choice set C1/C2). Importantly, since the photo used in advert C2 showed a very
close encounter with a penguin, a participant felt that it contradicted the advertised claim
of responsible tourism and conservation. This discrepancy led the participant to doubt the
authenticity of the textual message, describing the advert as “fake”.

In sum, when linking the empirical findings to the stated hypotheses, the website audit
supports H1, with award-recognised operators showing deeper sustainability, conservation,
and education cues than others. In the experiment, sustainability-framed copy reduced
the desire for close wildlife encounters (H2a supported) and increased willingness to pay
for both conservation trips (H2b supported) and sustainable on-board technologies (H2c
supported). Effects on engagement intentions were mixed—only “like on social media”
increased (H2d partially supported). In forced binary choices with identical imagery,
adventure-framed adverts drew more immediate preferences (H3 supported). Because
imagery was held constant within pairs, observed differences are attributable to message
framing (copy) rather than visuals (H4 supported).

4. Discussion

The sustainability of polar cruise tourism continues to be a topic of debate, particularly
concerning the balance between environmental protection and tourism growth. Researchers
highlight the necessity for adaptive management strategies that address both the ecological
and economic dimensions of tourism [6]. In this regard, the role of branding and marketing
in sustainable tourism management is often overlooked. This study set out to examine
how sustainability is communicated in polar cruise marketing and whether alternative
advertising frames can steer consumer intentions toward lower-impact choices. Together,
a website audit and a controlled consumer experiment provide convergent evidence that
marketing—when executed with credibility and coherence—can function as a management
lever in fragile destinations.

Consistent with H1, award-recognised operators embedded richer and more spe-
cific sustainability, conservation, and education cues than non-award operators. Beyond
descriptive difference, this pattern aligns with e-marketing and service-quality research
showing that purpose-designed, high-quality content, reinforced by credible eWOM, can
elevate perceived value and intention while reducing perceived risk [65-67]. Mechanisti-
cally, these signals likely operate via (i) quality/competence cues (clear guidelines, science
partners, and monitoring), (ii) integrity cues (transparent commitments and evidence),
and (iii) community-benefit cues, which together can build trust and reduce uncertainty
prior to purchase. Framed through tourism imaginaries, such digital narratives travel with
visitors into place, shaping norms and practices on-site [53,61]. Thus, sustainability pages
do more than inform; they prime expectations, supply scripts for “how we do things here,”
and thereby extend management influence upstream of the voyage. In governance terms,
branding and marketing emerge as underused instruments within adaptive management
portfolios [6].

H2a-H2d were largely supported. Holding images constant, sustainability-framed
copy reduced the desire for close wildlife encounters (H2a), aligning promotional mes-
saging with best-practice distance norms; it also increased willingness to pay (WTP) for
conservation-contributing trips (H2b) and for on-board sustainable technologies (H2c).
These shifts mirror prior evidence that ethical/sustainability messaging and environmental
education can heighten ecological awareness and translate into price premia when ben-
efits are concrete and verifiable [50,51,68-71]. The pattern is theoretically coherent with
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norm-activation and value-belief-norm perspectives: articulating responsible practice
as the default activates personal norms while making compliance feasible and identity-
consistent. At the same time, engagement effects were selective (H2d): “likes” rose, but
sharing/talking/searching did not, consistent with dual-process accounts (e.g., Elabora-
tion Likelihood Model of persuasion; [72]) in which low-effort value alignment does not
automatically generalise to higher-cost diffusion without social incentives, efficacy cues, or
platform affordances. Practically, this suggests that complementing sustainability claims
with community endorsement, peer cues, or participatory calls that lower the psychological
cost of advocacy.

Executional coherence emerged as pivotal. Participants flagged reactance when visuals
appeared to contradict conservation claims (e.g., very close human—penguin proximity),
undermining credibility. This accords with advertising congruity and wildlife-tourism
guidance on minimum approach distances and visual ethics: images act as norms-in-use,
and if they conflict with text, they risk normalising precisely the behaviours operators
seek to discourage [26]. Beyond simple “consistency,” this points to creative guardrails: a
shared asset library depicting wildlife-safe distances; pre-flight congruence checks; and
exclusion of imagery that could be read as rule-breaking even if technically compliant (e.g.,
long-lens compression).

Findings for H3 revealed a fast-slow processing tension. In forced binary choices,
adventure-framed adverts captured more instant preferences, even as sustainability frames
improved reflective, consequence-bearing outcomes (distance norms and WTP). Adventure
language efficiently recruits approach motivation (novelty, awe, and competence) at first
glance, while sustainability information appears to recalibrate judgements when people
consider implications and costs. The design implication is integration—not substitution:
retain the effective promise of adventure while embedding precise, verifiable sustainability
benefits and explicit behavioural expectations. This is consistent with transformative
service research showing that purpose cues are most effective when coupled with tangible
value and an engaging narrative, and with observations that Antarctic marketing often
emphasises extremity and adventure [50]. To avoid moral fatigue or perceived preachiness,
sustainability copy should be concrete (named funds/technologies, specific guidelines),
efficacy-focused, and framed as enabling rather than restricting the experience.

H4 is supported by design controls (constant imagery; balanced order), making mes-
sage framing the parsimonious explanation for observed differences. Notably, the sporadic
scepticism we observed maps to copy-image incongruence, underscoring that internal valid-
ity can be preserved in design yet lost in execution if asset choices drift from the narrative.

Taken together, the website audit and experiment underscore the dual role of digital
platforms and advertising in promoting tourism and advancing conservation goals. Three
practice moves follow. First, architect websites to surface guidelines, science partnerships,
monitoring, and community contributions in usable, evidence-backed formats, reinforced
by credible third-party signals [65-67]. Second, translate these cues into specific, verifiable
advertising commitments that normalise responsible wildlife distances and justify price dif-
ferentials through transparent conservation and technology investments [66-68,71]. Third,
enforce copy-image coherence with wildlife-safe visual standards and blend adventure-led
attention capture with sustainability-led meaning, aligning with stakeholder aspirations
that polar tourism benefits conservation and communities [73,74] while maintaining educa-
tional and entertainment value [75].

Limitations and Future Research

This study has several limitations. First, it relies on a cross-sectional, online panel of
U.S. adults interested in polar cruising, so results may not generalise to other markets or
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to non-interested consumers. Second, the consumer experiment measures stated prefer-
ences and intentions rather than observed booking behaviour. Third, to isolate message
effects, the adverts held imagery constant and varied copy, but all images featured pen-
guins/Antarctica; different visuals, destinations, or media (e.g., video) might yield different
effects. Fourth, the website audit covered English-language operator sites at a single time
point; content changes over time and non-English materials were excluded. Finally, self-
report data are subject to attention, speed, and social-desirability biases despite quality
controls. Together, these factors suggest caution in generalising findings and indicate the
value of longitudinal and field-based follow-ups.

Future research should (i) test behaviour in the booking path (A /B tests of creative;
choice modelling with real payoffs), (ii) broaden species/visual scenarios and platforms
(static vs. video; short-form vs. long-form), (iii) segment by values and travel experience to
tailor frames, and (iv) track on-board compliance to close the loop from expectation-setting
to behaviour. Extending the audit — stimulus-build — consumer-test pipeline to other
nature-based sectors could yield a transferable, evidence-led approach to sustainability
marketing that improves both visitor experience and conservation outcomes.

5. Conclusions

This project advances the discourse on sustainable polar cruise tourism by demonstrat-
ing how sustainability marketing can shape visitor expectations and support responsible
operations. Integrating sustainability messaging into advertisements influences consumer
attitudes and purchase decisions, encouraging support for ethical, lower-impact tourism.
Our results show that well-crafted sustainability messages decrease the demand for close-
up wildlife encounters and increase the willingness to pay for conservation-focused travel,
reinforcing responsible practice.

Methodologically, the study makes a clear contribution by operationalising a visual
audit — stimulus construction — consumer test pipeline that generates primary evidence
for sustainability marketing in fragile destinations. The website audit surfaced sustainabil-
ity cues already used by operators; we translated these into experimental advertisements
that varied message framing while holding imagery constant and then linked audience
reception to behaviourally meaningful outcomes (e.g., reduced appetite for close encoun-
ters; higher willingness to pay for conservation and sustainable technology). This visual
methods-to-experiment approach is transferable to other nature-based sectors and offers a
practical template for ethically aligned campaign development.

Effective marketing communication and branding are critical to cultivating environ-
mentally conscious consumers who expect—and demand—responsible tourism products.
The insights here provide actionable guidance for operators, policymakers, and researchers
seeking to enhance environmental awareness and conservation outcomes. The sustain-
ability of polar cruising depends on communication strategies that balance visitor growth
with environmental protection, enabling operators to promote responsible behaviours and
safeguard vulnerable ecosystems.

While polar cruises offer singular experiences, their long-term viability relies on
marketing that builds awareness, mitigates impacts, and supports responsible management.
Strategic advertising can steer consumer choices toward conservation and stewardship.
This study provides a foundation for understanding visitor expectations, clarifying operator
responsibilities, and designing effective sustainability-led marketing strategies.

Future research should examine how digital media shapes sustainable tourism be-
haviours and compare the effectiveness of alternative communication strategies in fostering
environmental stewardship. Addressing the gap between digital sustainability claims and
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on-the-water operations will improve transparency, align visitor expectations with industry
practices, and build trust in sustainable tourism.
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