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T
here has been much talk about passengers’ pent-up demand as the
lifeline of the cruise industry after the pandemic. CruiseTimes would like
to sound a note of caution. As we head towards full restart, there is a risk
of basing the recovery strategies on incorrect assumptions.
With a torrent of recent reports of strong and sometimes record-breaking

booking volumes, it is easy to assume there may be a real and sustainable forward
demand in the offing, one that could ultimately haul the industry towards quick
recovery. This assumption may be inaccurate and even dangerous, leading to
catastrophe or post-pandemic trauma.

Certainly there is such a thing as pent-up demand – this is a common-sense
assumption for any popular product after a period of interrupted supply. But we must
also consider – quantifiably, if possible – how much of that is in fact “backed-up”
demand. 

In other words, when formulating forward strategies, the industry must take into
account the number of bookings from voucher holders who had their 2020 and 2021
cruises cancelled. Otherwise we would be looking at a distorted picture of the post-
pandemic cruise market. By any measure, most of the “pent-up” bookings in recent
months can be attributed to “backed-up” demand from what Chris Coates, chief
commercial officer of Ambassador Cruise Line, aptly called the “displaced
customers”.

Too many stakeholders are too keen to jump on the bandwagon of pent-up
demand. We must distinguish it clearly from backed-up demand. The industry must
have an accurate picture of how much of the recent booking spike has been driven by
displaced customers.

Our writers are always urged to examine every aspect of the situation and to
explore counterarguments. This is particularly important in times of crisis, when
rumours and wild claims abound. We’ve even heard predictions from seemingly
reputable sources that the demand for cruising would return to 2019 levels as early as
2022. Incorrect assumptions can be detrimental, especially to a badly damaged
cruise industry. For everyone’s benefit, cool heads and sober analysis must prevail.
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