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VOLUNTOURISM POTENTIAL

CRUISING
WITH A CAUSE 

T
he cruise industry has been called the fastest-growing
prospect in the leisure market sector. Cruise lines have
been reaching into the nooks and crannies of niche
source markets to provide multifaceted products
attractive to all. This “cruising is for everyone” mentality

will propel the industry even further into the race to make added
strides in the world’s leisure market at large. 

Voluntourism-centric cruising offers guests the opportunity to pay
it forward through volunteering activities that are incorporated into
vacation itineraries. While it is not a mainstream product, it has
grown significantly in the last decade – but with varying results. It
seems to hit a sweet spot for a burgeoning, passionate, and
charitable slice of the source market, but whether it can flourish as a
standalone venture that is sustainable and profitable is another story. 

Ways to get involved
Currently, a handful of cruise lines offer shore excursions that

incorporate volunteer opportunities. Holland America Line’s Cruise
with Purpose class of shore excursions blends volunteering and
education experiences. For example, guests sailing to Amber Cove
in the Dominican Republic have their choice of three excursions that
include volunteering to plant cocoa seeds and work alongside locals
at the Women’s Chocolate Cooperative.  

Through Crystal Cruises’ “You Care, We Care” programme, every

destination is considered. It’s part of an initiative forged in 2011 to
impact local communities in a positive and intimate way. “We will
continue to pursue local volunteer efforts that best serve the
communities and the destinations,” John Stoll, vice president of land
programmes for Crystal Cruises, told CruiseTimes. “This can range
from environmental and wildlife conservation to interacting with
children and elderly people. We provided support through our ‘You
Care, We Care’ programme for those impacted in the Caribbean by
Hurricane Irma, the volcanic eruptions in Hawaii, and we are now
exploring opportunities to assist those affected by the fires in
Australia.”

Tree-planting conservation efforts in Dunedin, New Zealand;
volunteering at Gallinas y Focas home for mentally challenged
people in Palma de Mallorca, Spain; and assisting at the Samui
Animal Shelter in Koh Samui, Thailand made up the line’s 2019
offerings. 

Transcending demographic and geographic barriers
Voluntourism takes on many forms, revealing itself as a

malleable niche market, with reaches even into the luxury sector.
Luxury river cruise company Uniworld curates volunteer opportunities
through its “ME to WE” programme, which allows guests to
participate in community development projects. Passengers teach
English to children at a local school in Cambodia, and on the line’s
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Egypt sailing, guests can extend their trip in
Jordan, which helps support local communities
through a partnership with the TreadRight
Foundation. 

“Our programme with ME to WE is about
supporting communities that are building their
economies through tourism – a much more
sustainable method,” Ellen Bettridge, president
and CEO of Uniworld Boutique River Cruise
Collection, told CruiseTimes. “Our guests are at
a point in their lives where ‘things’ aren’t as
important as experiences and they have a
desire to give back, so we’re always looking for
new ways to help others on our itineraries.” 

With the launch of its newest ship, Crystal
Endeavor, Crystal Cruises will spread its reach
further into the luxury expedition sector –
another opportunity, according to Stoll, to
incorporate volunteering excursions for guests.
“With this new expedition ship, we can devote
more time and efforts to voluntourism,” he said.
“This is an exploratory ship that is built to sail in the polar regions,
where you visit remote sites and less-visited and highly protected
areas, thus our focus will very much be on the environment and the
wildlife.” 

Similarly, Ponant’s newest ship, to be launched in May 2021, will
go to the North Pole with a living research laboratory onboard. Edie
Rodriguez, luxury travel expert and Ponant Americas Brand chairman
and corporate special advisor for Ponant Cruises, predicts the North
Pole as perhaps the newest opportunity for voluntourism. 

A trial run 
The potential for a standalone line devoted exclusively to

voluntourism efforts has been introduced, tried, and tested, with
Fathom, a surprising but short-lived socially conscious line from
Carnival Corporation & plc. Initiated in 2015, the line focused on
week-long itineraries onboard the 704-passenger MV Adonia to
Dominican Republic and Cuba, featuring volunteering opportunities
such as teaching English to locals and laying concrete floors in
residents’ homes. This was the first US ship to dock in Cuba in about
50 years, paving the way back to the island for the cruise industry.
Despite a highly anticipated start, Fathom failed to meet the
anticipated interest and discontinued operations in June 2017. Its
only ship, MV Adonia, was absorbed back into the P&O Cruises
brand. 

Branding for the line proved tricky, as it appealed to a spectrum
of source markets, some of which may have wanted to spend their

often short vacation time on a more tried-and-
true vacation scheme. Additionally, interest
seemed to bloom while actions and bookings
were slow to catch up. 

For a brand whose mission centred on
social-impact travel, the programme was
exclusively devoted to volunteering. Cathleen
Huckaby, CEO of the non-profit organisation
Hope Floats, an independent excursion
company founded in 2008, cruised to the
Dominican Republic with Fathom early on. 

She described it as “incredibly well-
organised, extremely well done, with
enthusiastic crew and staff both on board and
on land”. There were “insightful classes on
board with our 'team' before and after our time
'giving', where we learned the culture of the
land, how to hug locals, how to use social
media to the max to share experiences, and
[how to sign] up for these experiences. It
simply was a bit too much to give for four days

straight, especially on the eight-hour choices. Fathom did provide
four-hour ones also, but the heat and humidity and time spent
getting to the charities all added up.”

Huckaby lamented Fathom’s discontinuation but offered some
insight. “Folks on a cruise want to cherry-pick where and when to
volunteer. ‘Let these people rest’ is my motto. In fact, we prefer
itineraries that have the first and last days at sea.”

Carnival subsidiaries now have absorbed the Fathom mentality
and make such voluntourism-centric excursions available to guests.
Holland America Line’s Cruise with Purpose is such an example, as
are Carnival’s Give Back with Purpose shore excursions. 

Could a Fathom-like enterprise happen again? What type of ship
would be needed? Smaller to medium-sized ships have the
advantage of accessing harder-to-reach ports that may not
experience the economic benefits of tourism compared to popular
destinations. Might these make suitable off-the-beaten-path
destinations ripe for voluntourism? 

Stoll believes this kind of reality could take on any form but just
requires a cruise line that is willing. “I can’t speak for the rest of the
cruise industry, but I believe the potential for growth exists. I am not
sure what it might look like, but it is evolving,” he said. “I think it is
critical that we take the necessary time to vet each worthwhile cause
to ensure it meets the criteria that will allow us to draw tangible,
positive results. We need to contribute, but results need to be
measurable. The most rewarding ‘You Care, We Care’ efforts are the
ones where we see sustainability and proven results.” 

John Stoll, vice president, land
programmes, Crystal Cruises.
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Some may not be eager to take the leap. 
“Perhaps in the future, as demand continues to grow, a new

company will be formed, as it is ‘better to dare to fail then fail to
dare’. But for now I think most cruise companies will continue to just
offer voluntourism shore excursions as part of their offerings on their
existing itineraries,” Rodriguez told CruiseTimes.  

À la carte instead of the main course
It’s apparent that this is a narrow market, and while passengers

may be willing to pay for these excursions, is it a venture that is
profitable enough for cruise lines to take on the task of educating
target markets and cruise planners about the benefits of a
voluntourism-centric cruise line?

“There was certainly a willingness to pay for these type of
experiences from many of our [Fathom] guests, but we also realise
there are many other ways to provide this type of community
experience to our guests, including offering potential excursion
options like these on our company's cruises around the world,”
Roger Frizzell, chief communications officer for Carnival Corporation,
told CruiseTimes.

Of course, offering volunteer shore excursions alongside
traditional itineraries means less of a financial impact for cruise lines
compared with an entire operation and itinerary devoted to
voluntourism. Even further, some lines have opted to provide these
offerings complimentarily. Crystal Cruises offers its volunteering
shore excursions free of charge to passengers. Uniworld redirects
cruise sales to voluntourism initiatives. 

How widespread is availability?
Voluntourism opportunities still don’t appear to be a mainstream

offering accessible by passengers across the board – a challenge
that seems in part due to availability. This vulnerability is what led
Huckaby to launch Hope Floats. Through this programme, prior to
cruising, guests can select an excursion that involves volunteering
with a local charity, like the Humane Society in Nassau and St.
Thomas, and charities helping disadvantaged children – Ranfurly
Home (Nassau) and Casa de Niños (San Juan, Puerto Rico). 

When asked if Hope Floats has been able to work with cruise
lines to craft excursions for guests, Huckaby said, “Cruise lines were
interested in the past, and we’ve spoken with and met their leaders.
However, once they realise the loss of revenue – we charge $30 for
administrative costs – they no longer were interested.” She
continued, “We’ve offered our services, as the end result we desire is
to help charities while in port. They are all understaffed, strapped for
money, and desperately need all hands on deck. We would love to

connect with cruise lines that want to give back, yet we know this is
difficult, as they are profit-driven in a competitive market. I would so
enjoy seeing a cruise line want to be seen as the ‘most charitable’
line on the sea versus ‘the most environmental’.”

Criticisms and cautions 
It’s a valid concern, given the delicacy that cruise lines have to

have with travel that is deemed environmentally sustainable but is
often critiqued as more of a marketing ploy than a way to make a
difference. 

Responsible Travel, an activist travel company that advocates for
sustainable cruises onboard smaller ships, made strong criticism of
the pitfalls of voluntourism early on in Fathom’s infancy. 

“The reputation of the voluntourism sector has suffered greatly in
recent years, with acres of bad press having been generated,” wrote
Justin Francis, CEO of Responsible Travel, on the company website.
“One of the principal criticisms has been that volunteering
opportunities have been created as a business opportunity rather
than based on a real local need; that volunteers arrive to find there is
little worthwhile work to do and they lack the relevant skills to make a
difference; or worse still, skilled local staff are fired so short-term
volunteers can take their place.” 

Yet cruise lines are in a unique position to effect change, given
the industry’s geographic and market reaches. Programmes
managed and monitored well have the potential to further enrich the
cruise experience for passengers, and cruise lines are in a never-
ending race to swarm the market with innovative products that
passengers find meaningful, authentic, and sustainable.

“Our view is that a voluntourism element to an itinerary can of
course bring benefits when managed correctly,” said Ben Lynam,
head of communications for the Travel Foundation, a UK-based
charity that works with businesses and government to promote
sustainable tourism that benefits destinations. 

“For instance, hotels often encourage guests to participate in
beach cleans as a way of giving back to the destination. This is a
good example, as it is very easy to prepare volunteers, who do not
need specialist skills to do the job, and there is a genuine need for
this kind of activity from the destination’s perspective,” he told
CruiseTimes. 

As social media brings the plight of others to the fore, many
travellers are looking for the opportunity to combine their vacations
with opportunities to volunteer, and it seems that applies to various
markets. Large-scale adoption of voluntourism in the cruise industry,
which is sustainable and ethical and yields profit for the cruise lines,
is still a reality hoped for, but it remains under review. 




