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Covid-Conscious
Cruise Ship Design 

BY GABRIELLE ROLAND

T
he cruising industry is no novice when
it comes to mitigating the potential for
virus outbreaks and establishing
policies to contain spread. The
norovirus, for example, has been an

unavoidable downside for some cruisers, but it’s
not common that such an illness would negate the
experience for the entire ship. The novel
coronavirus is unequivocally another beast. The
Covid-19 pandemic is unprecedented, and so the
industry’s response to it must be the same. Cruise
ship design seems to be no exception.

This summer at Cruise Ship Interiors (CSI) &
Cruise Ship Hospitality (CSH) Online, a virtual
event for the community, panellists from design
companies and cruise lines addressed the
daunting yet paramount task of creating a safer
way to cruise. With changing guidelines from the
CDC and an occasionally conflicting
understanding of the coronavirus, the challenge of
designing a safer cruise experience is like trying to
hit a moving target. The last several months have
given cruise executives a chance to ruminate on
how to merge safety and aesthetic on these
floating metropolises. But the question remains:
Has the rumination amounted to anything? 

Infrastructure adaptations 
The ideal circumstances are that there are no

cases on board. However, because of the rapid

turnaround and revolving door of cruising, it is
probably impossible to maintain a Covid-19-free
bubble. Acknowledging this reality is essential in
the implementation of new policies and structural
changes that will help to eliminate the possibility
of the virus spreading on the ship. Design must
take containment into consideration. 

On MSC Cruises ships, guests can expect
infirmaries equipped with trained staff. Ships also
have dedicated isolation cabins to facilitate
quarantine in the event of a suspected case
onboard. 

Frank Webber, SVP of hotel operations at
Virgin Voyages, and David Sagrista, director of
business operations – expeditions and hotel at
Mystic Cruises, discussed the future of restaurant
design and operations. Virgin Voyages have
eliminated buffet dining areas and are moving
towards smaller dining spaces in restaurants, with
a maximum of 200 tables or even fewer. Tables for
parties of up to 12 will be imprudent for the time
being. 

Mystic Cruises is also making adjustments to
its dining structure and has removed the casino to
make more space for the dining area, since their
ships are smaller than Virgin Voyages’ and cannot
spread their guests across several restaurants.
Touchless handwashing stations will be placed at
the entrances of restaurants to encourage
handwashing before guests enjoy their meals.

Designers agree that last-minute piecemeal
modifications will negatively impact cruisers’
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perception of the cruise lines and the industry at
large. Petu Kummala, senior director of interior
design and architecture at Carnival Cruise Line,
said, “From the design point of view, we have to
make sure we do it in a way that it looks cool and
is very comfortable for our guests … so that it
doesn’t look like an afterthought.” Designers are
now responsible for simultaneously delivering
both style and substance – a holiday experience
and protection. 

Life, on a global scale, is completely different
now, and practices that were once not even part
of our vocabulary have become second nature to
us. Designers are hopeful that cruisers will
embrace structural changes to their vessels in a
similar way.

Troubleshooting with structural changes 
Webber raised the conceivable challenge of

booths, which cannot be physically moved to
maintain social distance. A solution is crucial, as
guests will be unmasked as they eat their meals.
The installation of separation screens on Virgin
Voyages’ ships could ameliorate the issue, but the
question of how the guests will perceive the
Plexiglas additions remains. If these modifications
could be relatively permanent, aesthetic design is
crucial. 

However, in the hopes they are more
temporary than not, is the cost associated with
these modifications worth the short shelf life? One
way to combat this could be by ensuring that
changes still have some allure for the future. For
example, in the restaurant sector, that could look
like dining booths with surrounding floor-to-ceiling
glass situated in a pod-like fashion, with a
keycard-activated sliding glass door to enter and
exit. Cruisers might access their reserved pod with
a digital bracelet or keycard, order their food via
app, and await an assigned server. With booths
constructed in this style, the addition of these
measures – the glass enclosure, the keycards, the

touchless entrance – could evoke exclusivity and
intimacy more than of safety, separation, or
isolation. 

But these possibilities were not discussed at
the conference. By and large, the discussions
were a platform for more questions than answers.
Whichever ideas cruise companies decide to
invest in, Paris Swann, AVP of architectural design
for Celebrity Cruises at Royal Caribbean Cruises
Ltd, highlighted the importance of leveraging the
innovation for longer than the next year or two. 

Technology enhances design 
Non-structural changes took up the bulk of

conversations, and technology was a major
buzzword. Shashi Caan, CEO of the International
Federation of Interior Architects/ Designers, and
co-founder and president of Globally We Design,
likened the Covid-19 crisis to lemons that the
cruise industry must turn into lemonade. Kristian
Englund, senior architect at YSA Design, built
upon this analogy and identified the role of
technology in the recipe: “Technology doesn’t
have a taste; it doesn’t have a colour. In the
lemonade, it’s not about the chips and microchips
and the wires, but it is a taste enhancer that we as
designers need to use to enhance all the other
elements.” 

When physical design and renovations are not
feasible due to costs or logistics, technology will
be used to limit contact and keep the experience
as safe and as comfortable as possible. Once on
the ship, passengers will need to have their
temperatures checked frequently. This cannot
detract from the holiday experience, which is
meant to relax cruisers rather than stress them out
with lines and crowding. Virgin Voyages is
requiring that passengers’ temperatures be
scanned twice a day and will be using thermal
cameras to do this without inconveniencing
passengers. 

Additionally, digital wristbands will track
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movements and allow for contact tracing if the
need arises. On Mystic Cruises, facial recognition
towers will serve the same purpose. Guest profiles
will list health stats such as daily temperatures,
and the facial recognition integration will help to
track their interactions with the ship and other
passengers. Whether cruisers will be comfortable
with that level of monitoring will come to light with
time. 

Dee Cooper, Virgin Voyages’ senior vice
president of design and customer experience,
also spoke of using technology to keep
passengers up to date on which areas of the ship
are either crowded or more sparsely populated, to
ensure that they feel comfortable with the number
of people around. MSC Cruises is using its MSC
for Me app as a platform for passengers to pre-
book services such as onboard activities and
entertainment. MSC for Me wristbands will also
facilitate contactless transactions while enabling
contact and proximity tracing. 

The notion of dinner reservations via app as a
way to keep crowds at bay and ensure safety
surfaced several times. Also discussed were
contact-free room service delivery systems, where
guests order from a simple digital menu and their
meal is delivered in a lunchbox fashion. Barcodes
and QR codes could also have a stronger
presence on ships to facilitate the restaurant

reservation and ordering processes. 
An adjustment that is both technological and

structural is the installation of air-purifying
systems. Virgin Voyages has invested in an
AtmosAir purification system. Webber explained,
“It’s a bipolar ionisation process where the air
goes in the air conditioning system, and this is
polarised and becomes antimicrobial.” Thus, the
system provides a continuous supply of fresh air.
Fresh air will never go out of style, so the value of
the filtration will linger after the pandemic is
overcome. Sagrista also mentioned Mystic
Cruises’ approach to air filtration in locations
where the air is recycled, such as staircases. The
installation of UV light in the HVAC system to add
an extra level of protection should put passengers
and crew at ease. 

Population policy measures to ensure safety 
Still, the addition of technology, handwashing

stations, temperature checks, masks, and so on
will only help if the passenger density is kept at
50–60 per cent. Regarding numbers and capacity,
Adrian Hibbert, operations director of Marella
Cruises, cautioned fellow cruise lines against
running before they can walk. The capacities of
these ships must be adjusted to reflect numbers
that are conducive to social distancing and crowd
control. Julian Brackenbury, director of Fleet
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Modernisation at Celebrity Cruises, observed that
starting with a limited capacity will enable cruise
lines to assess whether their precautions and
measures set in place are holding up and proving
effective. Reduced capacity onboard the ship will
also translate to reduced capacity in popular
areas on the ship, such as youth areas and
entertainment theatres. 

A demand for innovation
The majority of Covid-19-related discussions

lingered on the already established importance of
sanitation measures and pandemic protocols.
These measures, while practical, lack a cruise-
exclusive specificity, which could translate to a
delay in innovation or at least a lack of innovations
made public. For instance, nothing concrete was
mentioned regarding spa operations or swimming
pool policies. 

The general agreement was an indication of
solidarity. Cruise lines agree that they must work
together. However, the vagueness of their ideas to
tackle the Covid-19 crisis suggests that either they

don’t have any new ideas yet, or they are still
holding their cards close to their chests.

Due to the sudden onset of the pandemic,
and the presumed part the cruise lines played in
the spread of the virus, the pressure for cruise
companies to react has been intense and
sustained.

In discussing the future of cruise ship design,
Caan said, “The obligation of the designer is to
reimagine with such a level of responsibility that
we give back something that begins to work.” 

Others agreed that the industry has had to
pivot and that this change in direction is an
opportunity to meet the needs of their passengers
while reinventing cruising in a nautical
renaissance. The consensus is that change is
critical. Right now, the adjustments are practical
but nebulous. Many lack the forward-thinking
flavour of ingenuity. Most in the industry have
maintained optimism, but the lack of concrete
details could undermine that enthusiasm. On the
other hand, is it reasonable to expect innovation
by now? g

“It’s not about the
chips and microchips
and the wires, but it is
a taste enhancer that
we as designers need
to use to enhance all
the other elements.” 
Kristian Englund,
senior architect, 
YSA Design
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