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 Abstract 
 The docking of Royal Caribbean International (RCI) cruises on the Haitian 
peninsula of Labadee three days after the devastating earthquake created heated 
discussions worldwide. The decision taken by RCI to continue with their original 
itinerary in light of the catastrophe was unprecedented, extraordinary and highly 
controversial in the history of tourism history. As technology enables more and more 
effective types of communications, the opinions surrounding their decision flew 
around the Internet and various media, questioning whether RCI did the right 
decision. RCI too was in a difficult situation as onboard passengers themselves were 
divided into two groups, as some refused to disembark during the Labadee visit while 
some took this an opportunity to offer their relief efforts to the people of Haiti. While 
many people were supportive of the relief effort side, some still labelled RCI’s move 
as insensitive, shameful or even disgusting. As media reports continued to diffuse 
before they proliferated into an organizational crisis, RCI took several 
communications initiatives and publicly addressed the concerns of people, revealing 
what RCI was thinking and how it planned to deal with the issues in the future. In the 
cruise line industry, cruise lines frequently stumble when faced with a crisis. On 
contrary, in the case of RCI, the company stepped up and was well prepared to head-
off unwarranted criticism. From the crisis management point of view, even with the 
best preparation possible, in today’s world a crisis seems virtually guaranteed to 
occur. Although the earthquake did not occur at the Labadee coastline, along part of 
which RCI has exclusive as part of a leasing operation, RCI faced a crisis at the 
organizational level based on their decision to continue with cruises. This research 
paper studies which strategies were employed by RCI to defend their decision and 
reputation amid heated tensions and considers the effectiveness of their strategies. The 
research method applied is a qualitative case study approach, together with game 
theoretic, cost benefit and stakeholder analyses frameworks. The findings of this 
research can contribute to the crisis management as a whole while primarily focusing 
on its subsets of crisis communication and reputation management areas. Travels and 
tourism related businesses and destination management organizations can benefit 
from the lessons of the RCI case. 
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 Introduction 

 On 12th January 2010, a massive 7.0 magnitude earthquake struck the 
Caribbean country of Haiti and it was that country’s worst quake in two centuries. The 
devastating earthquake was an event of enormous magnitude and led to a global 
outpouring of assistance and sympathy. While the extent of the catastrophe was still 
unclear, one of the cruise ships from Royal Caribbean International (RCI) announced 
the company’s decision to continue with the original travel itinerary which included 
docking their ships at Labadee beach in Haiti, which had been unaffected by the 
earthquake. Three days after the quake, the first RCI cruise ship with nearly 40 pallets 
of food and water, along with roughly 3,000 passengers, docked at Labadee port. 
More ships followed on the 18th, 19th and 22nd of January. 
 A private paradise, Labadee beach is located just sixty miles from Haiti’s 
devastated earthquake zone. Labadee has been leased by RCI from the Haitian 
government since 1986 and RCI has been Haiti's largest foreign investor for almost 30 
years. The company has spent $50 million developing Labadee over the few 
preceding years. Even under normal conditions, it was a walled resort under armed 
guard. The worldwide media entered into a frenzied debate concerning RCI’s 
decision. Blogs and message boards all over the web were flooded with outrage and 
disgust at the idea of tourists frolicking in the sun while bodies piled up in Port-au-
Prince and quake survivors struggled to stay alive. While many have criticized the 
cruise line's decision, although there was also substantial positive responses and 
support, RCI defended that decision by stating that their ships were transporting not 
just cruise passengers but also relief items for Haitians. According to the company, 
their ships carried food aid and they also pledged to donate all proceeds from the visit 
to help stricken Haitians. RCI is among Haiti's largest foreign investors. In 1986, RCI 
leased the Labadee beach from the Haitian government and transformed it into a 
private resort (Newsweek, 2010). According to the company, it employs 200 local 
people at Labadee and allows another 300 to sell their wares on the premises. RCI 
pays the Haitian government a "head tax" of $6 per tourist. Roughly 365,000 tourists 
visit the site each year and so this payment is equivalent to roughly $2 million in 
revenue for the Haitian government (ibid.). 
 This research paper attempts to analyze how RCI addressed the resultant 
public relations challenge and identify corporate crisis communication strategies to 
defend the century-old reputation, together with a brief study of the appropriateness of 
RCI’s actions from the viewpoint of responsible tourism. 

 Literature Review 

 As Raymond Williams observed, “… the means of communication are 
themselves the means of production (2005: 50).” Consequently, there is the need to 
study communications in various aspects, including the relations between producer 
and produced, between receiver and sender and so forth. In the case of this paper, the 
focal company RCI recognizes the communication as a means of creating value for 
itself (or at least preventing the destruction of value) and the value of the company 
overall, its organizational reputation, as being constituted to a significant extent from 
the production of communications of various sorts. Hence, it is necessary to examine 
the nature of the means by which communications are produced and of what those 
communications consist. These areas will be examined below. In the second part of 
the literature review, the means of analysis of the case study are themselves described. 
Two methods of analysis are attempted subsequently, which are game theory and cost 
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benefit analysis. These areas are described below. However, it is necessary first to 
consider the issue of responsible tourism, which frames the activities that are 
discussed in this paper. The concept of responsible tourism is a necessary pre-
condition for rational and ethical behaviour within the tourism industry: if responsible 
tourism did not exist, that is, there would be no need for corporations to concern 
themselves with the way that they behaved. As a result, the definition of responsible 
tourism frames the remainder of the analysis. 

 Responsible Tourism 

 As George and Frey (2010) have observed, global climate change, diminishing 
natural resources and the increasingly obvious social and economic inequalities in 
many societies is convincing people involved in the tourism industry to reconsider the 
types of impacts they might be having upon the physical environment in which their 
actions take place and upon the local communities who occupy spaces where tourist 
activities are enacted. This calls for the re-evaluation of the modes and methods of 
tourism and a resurgence in desire for what has come to be known as ‘responsible 
tourism.’ Responsible tourism is a concept that is growing in importance for the group 
of consumers who want their travel to be less invasive and more beneficial to the host 
community’s people and environment. Responsible tourism is defined in the Cape 
Town declaration (2002) as: 

• minimizing negative economic, environmental and social impacts; 

• generating greater economic benefits for local people and enhancing the well-
being of host communities; 

• improving working conditions and access to the industry and involving local 
people in decisions that affect their lives and life chances; 

• making positive contributions to the conservation of natural and cultural 
heritage and to the maintenance of the world’s diversity; 

• providing more enjoyable experiences for tourists through more meaningful 
connections with local people, and a greater understanding of local cultural, 
social and environmental issues; 

• providing access for physically challenged people and being culturally 
sensitive, so as to engender respect between tourists and hosts and build local 
pride and confidence. 

 
 This is a tourism that advertises itself as being based on ethics and human 
rights. This includes such issues as labour rights for service sector workers, the 
protection of vulnerable people (for example with respect to sex workers) and the 
promotion of forms of accommodation and entertainment that lead to income directly 
generated by local community members (South Africa's National Responsible 
Tourism Guideline, n.d). This includes such tourism forms as agro-tours, volun-
tourism, anti-poverty tourism and ecotourism (Cape Town Declaration on 
Responsible Tourism, 2002). 
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 Dodds and Kuehnel (2008) also point out that, if used responsibly, tourism can 
be a force for positive growth and economic success. They argue that this is because: 
(a) tourism has the capacity to create employment, (b) encourage new small and 
medium sized enterprises, generate opportunities in many areas where other economic 
activity may not exist, (c) bring earnings and foreign exchange, provide infrastructure 
such as roads and airports, (d) help preserve the local environment and provide well-
being to the local community.  
 Responsible tourism is, therefore, a multi-factorial phenomenon that involves 
the various ways with which the tourist interacts with the different stakeholders 
involved in the provision of tourism services. One of the principal means of 
interaction is through communication and this is now addressed. 

 Organizational Reputation 

 
 The reputation of an organization is viewed as quantitative in nature and can 
be an extremely valuable intangible organizational resource depending on whether it 
is perceived as being favorable or unfavorable (Coombs & Holladay, 2005). It may be 
treated as a physical phenomenon in that, in contemporary accountancy, it is allocated 
a monetary value which can be entered onto the balance sheet. It can also be affected 
by the communications made by the corporation and by others about the corporation, 
Management of reputation, therefore, is to a significant extent the management of 
communications. 
 A reputation is built through the direct and indirect experiences stakeholders 
have with the organization (Formbrun & van Riel, 2004). Positive interactions and 
information about the organization build favorable reputations while unpleasant 
interactions and negative information lead to unfavorable reputations (Coombs, 2007: 
8). A crisis poses a threat to reputational assets (Barton, 2001; Davies et al., 2003; 
Dilenschneider, 2000). Coombs and Holladay (2002) pointed out that as greater 
emphasis is placed on reputation, a corresponding emphasis must be placed on crisis 
management as a means of protecting reputational assets. As the potential for crises 
increase, so does the potential for negative reputation outcome. Organizations are 
playing for high stakes when confronting crises. Crisis management acts as a hedge 
against the negative outcomes of crises. Effective crisis management can protect lives, 
health, and the environment; reduce the time it takes to complete the crisis life cycle; 
prevent loss of sales; limit reputation damage; preclude the development of public 
policy issues (i.e., laws and regulations); and consequently save money.  

 Crisis Communications 

 
 According to Coombs (2007), crisis communication is ideal for combating the 
reputation damage associated with a crisis. It is at the heart of the initial response, 
reputation management, informing stakeholders, and providing follow-up 
communication. Tracking the crisis information is critical. During the time of crisis, in 
addition to answering new inquires, follow-up communication should involve 
delivering any promised information and it is necessary to update stakeholders about 
new developments (ibid.).   
 It is evident that the way in which individuals perceive the nature of a crisis 
and its causes will then have an impact upon the way they attempt to deal with that 
crisis (Wester, 2009). Clearly, past experience is also influential in determining the 
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ways in which crises should be managed (Coombs, 2004). To some extent, subjective 
perceptions may be mitigated by pre-determined responses according to a quantified 
scheme (e.g. Stephens et al., 2005). However, the very broad and mostly 
unpredictable range of circumstances in which an organization might find itself under 
the condition of crisis means it is very difficult if not impossible for a pre-determined, 
essentially quantitative scheme to be able to provide high quality responses in many 
conditions. Hence, crisis communications are likely to remain an area dominated by 
human decision-making for the foreseeable future. By contrast, the mediating 
technology by which message passes from producer to receiver has for some time 
become dominated by computers and computer-mediated forms of communication. 
These are addressed in the next section. 

 Communications Technology 

 Advances in communication technology make the world more visible 
(Coombs, 2007: 9). There are no remote areas of the world any more. The 24-hour 
news networks, or even just concerned individuals, have the opportunity to discover 
many aspects of the crisis, complete with video clips, discuss opinions about the crisis 
and brainstorm solutions. 
 Today, angry stakeholders are more likely to generate crises (Changing 
Landscape, 2002). Consumers, shareholders, employees, community groups and 
activists are becoming increasingly vocal when dealing with organizations and are 
using the Internet to voice those concerns (Coombs, 2002; Heath, 1998). The Internet 
provides various means of stakeholder expression, including web pages, discussion 
boards and blogs. It is important to note that when disgruntled stakeholders strike a 
responsive chord and connect with the opinion leaders online, a crisis can occur. 
These crises evolve from the value of the organization’s reputation. 
 Legitimate criticism that spreads among stakeholders poses a direct threat to 
the reputation of an organization. A typical example is the 2005 case of Kryptonite 
bicycle lock manufacturer. When complaints and consumer concerns about a certain 
type of lock being easy to pick started to appear in consumer-generated media format 
over the web, this created a crisis for Kryptonite. Youtube video clips were combined 
with blog reportage aimed at criticizing the quality of the locks concerned, 
precipitating a crisis when sales subsequently slumped. The company was obliged to 
respond by taking a period of reflection (consumers often require supposedly errant 
companies to suffer a kind of symbolic death of this sort) prior to relaunching its 
brand, including the panoply of social networking media: corporate/personal blogs, a 
new website and various interactive features (Hong, 2007). These factors help to 
promote the human touch that can abridge the trust gap that might have grown 
between retailer and consumer. 
 Tourism after human tragedy is not new in the tourism industry. Indeed, cruise 
lines are often a much-needed economic link in the wake of natural disaster that has 
destroyed infrastructure. In December 2005, RCI’s sister cruise line Celebrity Cruise 
Line’s Zenith was one of the first cruise ships to reach Cozumel Island in Mexico 
after the devastation of Hurricane Wilma (Garrett, 2010). The ship brought much 
needed relief supplies (particularly fresh water) and passengers brought tourism 
dollars that helped sustain the locals and their economy. In a statement subsequently 
issued, the United Nations World Tourism Organization observed that "tourism can 
become a useful instrument for the necessary reconstruction process in Haiti" 
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(Pawlowski, 2010). History shows other examples of the importance of tourism to 
devastated areas: New York invited visitors after the September 11th, 2001, terrorist 
attacks and New Orleans, Louisiana, appealed for tourist dollars after Hurricane 
Katrina in 2005. 
 Having considered the nature of communications and the means and relations 
by which they are produced, it is next necessary to consider the analytic frameworks 
which will be used to consider the appropriateness of crisis communications and 
strategy in the case of RCI and Haiti.  

 Game Theory 

 Game theory is a branch of applied mathematics which was developed 
primarily by von Neumann and Morgenstern (1944). They used game theory to try to 
solve problems in economics, in which it is common to attempt to analyse situations 
in which two or more individuals or organizations (‘players’) compete for scarce 
resources under conditions of incomplete or asymmetric information. The simplest 
forms of such games analysed are based on zero-sum games, in which one player wins 
exactly what the other player loses. Complications are added when players are unsure 
what the result of the game is (i.e. they only know whether they have won or lost and 
not what might have happened to other players) or when circumstances exist (as in the 
famous Prisoner’s Dilemma) when all players can lose in a negative-sum game, under 
certain circumstances. 
 Games may be divided into co-operative and non-co-operative forms. In the 
former, players work together to maximise returns for all concerned (which may not, 
of course, be equal for all players), while in the latter the players are solely fixed on 
their own returns. When there are many iterations of the same game, it tends to be the 
case that players will develop more co-operative strategies on the tit-for-tat basis.  
 Game theory may be used in business analysis both as results of negotiation of 
scarce resources and, also, in the variant form of decision theory. In decision theory, 
an individual participates in a ‘game’ against a future state of the world, by aiming to 
calculate as far as this is possible the outcomes of various actions (specifically, 
different options in response to the same situation). In attempting this, use is made of 
probabilities to try to assign possible outcomes: the outcome or payoff is calculated 
both as a function of its absolute value and the likelihood that it will take place. From 
these calculations, an optimum strategy can be selected both for the short (single 
iteration) and long terms (multiple iterations). 
 This approach is deemed to be suitable for analysing the RCI decision in that it 
is posited that the company planned its future strategy with a view to maximizing its 
future payoffs (largely but not exclusively measured in money) on the understanding 
that the loss of its reputation might be the negative outcome. In an apparently 
unprecedented situation, the company was able or forced to determine its own 
strategy, setting its priorities according to its corporate objectives. Analysing such a 
situation through game theory is a possibility that is deemed valid by a number of 
other researchers who have adopted similar approaches (e.g. Limaei, 2010; Peldschus 
et al., 2010).  

 Cost Benefit Analysis 

 Cost benefit analysis originated from traditional sections of economic study 
such as welfare economics, public finance, resource economics and the attempt to 
weld these issues together as part of an integrated framework (Prest & Turvey, 1965). 
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The cost benefit analysis approach is used as a framework to compare the cost and 
benefits involved with an organization’s decision which is, in other words, the 
tradeoff. It has been used quite often in analysis reported in academic literature (e.g. 
Mendoza, 2010; Elvik, 2010). It has the advantage of being flexible enough to deal 
with a wide range of different forms and types of discourse and subject areas; on the 
other hand, it has the disadvantage of suffering from, on some occasions, the lack of 
precision associated with opacity in the quantification process.  

 Research Methodology and Question 

 The research reported on in this paper was qualitative in nature and designed 
using the case study method. RCI was selected as the focal organization for the case 
study. This paper examines the public relation strategies in the world’s second largest 
cruise line company, namely RCI, which were employed following the decision to 
dock cruise ships in Haiti a few days after the devastating earthquake of January 2010. 
This study also examines how the organization has utilized communication tactics 
(channels) to gain positive reputation. In addition, the study reviews the 
appropriateness of RCI’s decision to disembark their cruises at Labadee just a few 
days after the devastating earthquake from a responsible tourism point of view. The 
following research question is defined to identify crisis communication strategies for 
reputation management in public relation crisis and to help to guide the investigation: 
 What crisis response strategies did the RCI employ in response to PR crisis?  
 In addition, the case study findings are analyzed by game theoretic, cost 
benefit and stakeholder analyses frameworks.  
 Data were gathered through monitoring corporate communication channels, 
particularly those that were computer-mediated such as blogs and website 
communications. In addition to the corporate (RCI) websites, blogs and other sites 
were monitored when it was deemed either that they were of particular authority in 
commenting on events or else seemed to have been provided by people with credible 
inside knowledge. Deciding upon which sites to monitor was, in part, the result of the 
judgment of the researchers and any shortcomings in such judgment may be 
considered to be a limitation of the research. 
 These channels were monitored from the time of the earthquake until the end 
of March, 2010. The final date was selected for administrative convenience rather 
than academic judgment. It is acknowledged that some information that might have 
been helpfully integrated into the analysis did not become available until later – 
indeed, much useful information remains still to come into the public domain.  
 Only information in English language was collected, partly because of the 
desire to avoid problems with interpreting opinions and judgments from languages 
other than English. However, in mitigation, it might be noted that most information 
published on the internet is provided in English or at least with an English translation. 
 In designing the nature of the game theoretic and cost benefit analyses, models 
were identified that had been previously used satisfactorily in academic analysis and 
these were modified for use in this research study as deemed appropriate. The steps 
taken are laid out in the analysis which is described below. There remains a subjective 
element in these analyses which might be also considered a limitation.  
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 Findings 

 RCI commenced its PR campaign with a series of postings to the internet. 
Postings from RCI’s CEO included details of meetings with the UN special envoy and 
the government of Haiti, which ended with the conclusion that Haiti will benefit from 
the revenues that were generated from each cruise’s stopover. According to these 
postings, senior management from RCI officially checked with the Haitian 
government before making their decision and it was reported that the government 
asked them to continue the cruises. The Haitian government made the very good point 
that if people wanted to come and spend money in the port, then this was only going 
to help the economy. This approach garnered positive opinions which suggested that 
RCI was bringing much needed revenue to the people who work in and around 
Labadee beach. However, neither RCI nor its critics avoided publicly declaring what 
value there would have been for the cruise line or to the people that depend on the 
money they make from tourism if the cruise line had put this stop on hold (Atherley, 
2010). In other words, access to counter-factual information is very limited. 

 PR Crisis  
 As the world raced to help Haiti and the scenes of dreadful carnage spread 
around the television screens of the world, the cruise ship operator's decision to 
resume its visits to the devastated Haiti sparked a heated debate on appropriateness for 
tourists to return soon after the earthquake. Most passengers and cruise enthusiasts 
seem to have supported RCI’s decisions: 85% of guests who docked at Labadee 
ultimately went ashore (Newsweek, 2010). A survey by an online cruise reviews and 
news website, Cruise Critic (Cruise Critic, 2010), found that most passengers backed 
the decision to resume stops. An online poll of 4,700 people found that 67% of British 
and U.S. readers praised the aid and financial support ships and passengers were 
bringing to the port (Reuters, 2010). Haiti's special envoy to the UN has said her 
country welcomes the economic benefits the cruise industry brings to Labadee and the 
country as a whole (Weaver, 2010). Nevertheless, many public relation experts said 
the cruise line should never have tried to mix its commerce and humanitarian efforts 
in telling its side of the story (Bush, 2010). After all, if humanitarianism had 
genuinely been an important factor, then the company would surely have restocked at 
least in part with more immediately useful items and given the opportunity for those 
who did not wish to alight to be replaced by additional aid, at the company’s expense. 
These things did not, of course, happen.  
 Those positive responses which did arrive came together with criticism and 
condemnation of the decision. Critics accused the company of being insensitive to the 
suffering of people just some 129 km away, where up to 200,000 people are feared to 
have died. It was regarded as disrespectful for tourists to enjoy themselves so close to 
a disaster zone. Debate took place in the range of communication media and social 
networking media, including online newspapers discussion spaces and forums, 
magazines cruise critics’ blogs, independent bloggers and the sites of non-profit 
organizations for responsible tourism and there was a call to boycott RCI’s Facebook 
page, largely on the basis that it was simply the wrong time for business to be 
conducted as usual: there was much less clamour for this form of tourism as a whole 
to be in some way restricted but this is not surprising given the nature of the venues 
where the debates were taking place. 
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 Responsible Tourism 

 RCI itself claimed that the decision to resume cruise tourism was critical to 
Haiti’s recovery. Although it is true that the cruise stops did comply with certain of 
the criteria outlined for responsible tourism (and enumerated above), there were 
certainly several possible more robust alternative means by which RCI could have 
provided humanitarian assistance to Haiti. The UN’s World Tourism Organization, 
further, observed that while tourism can be a useful instrument for the reconstruction 
process in Haiti, some forms of tourism are far more beneficial in this sense than 
cruise tourism. For example, the following alternatives were suggested by critics as 
being preferable: 

• permitting RCCL employees to take paid time off to assist in the rescue 
efforts; 

• turning the ships into relief supplies vessels; 

• using the ships as a means of evacuating the wounded; 

• converting the ships into floating hospitals, using tenders to bring injured and 
sick patients from the shoreline. 

 To recap, from the ethical and sustainable tourism points of view, tourism 
should be conducted in Haiti in ways that provide well paying and permanent jobs, 
build on the country’s natural and cultural assets, stimulate locally owned businesses, 
and create many and diverse linkages within the island’s overall economy. These 
aspirations, on the other hand, are scarcely met in any tourism site of any stage 
anywhere in the world. As the Haitian government observed, if people wanted to 
come and spend money in the port (which sustained no damage from the quake), it 
was only going to help the economy and so any such decision was totally dependent 
on the passengers rather and the RCI is not responsible. In considering these issues, it 
is hard to separate the issue of the moment with the wider political economy of Haiti 
in the modern world. After all, Haiti was the site of the successful slaves’ rebellion 
and the victory of the colonized over the colonizers. In the years subsequently, the 
former imperialists and their allies have not permitted the Haitians to forget their 
temerity and have inflicted massive and wholly unjustified reparations against them, 
as well as interfering with the internal political situation in the country, notably in the 
case of former President Aristide. In the aftermath of a natural disaster of such biblical 
proportions, it would not be diplomatic to stress these issues too heavily – despite 
which, nearly ten months after the event, the US government had still not dispensed a 
single cent of the US$1.5 billion promised in aid and there is a suggestion that 
political machinations have been involved in this. 

 Communication Methods 

 During the crisis period, RCI’s took the advantage of the web to communicate 
swiftly and effectively throughout the crisis. One particular means of communication 
that was notable in this context was the corporate blog. The corporate blog (Goldstein, 
2010) was the front line interface and the CEO’s regular posts were almost entirely 
devoted to Haiti for the first two weeks after the earthquake. The content of the posts 
ranged from details of the internal processes that the company was using to monitor 
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and manage the situation in Haiti, to daily meeting notes, responses to media reports, 
photos of relief supplies and the company’s executive-level meeting with former US 
President Clinton, who is the UN Special Envoy to Haiti. In other words, RCI utilized 
the corporate blog as a vehicle for communicating some of the things that RCI 
thought and did (at least those parts deemed suitable for public consumption). It was 
updated regularly and had the purpose of delivering and justifying the company’s 
decision for continuing to use Labadee as a port-of-call with the support and 
participation of top management – the names of the Associate Vice President, 
President and CEO were attached to blog updates. Consequently, the corporate blog 
represented a means by which the company made an instant response to the crisis. 

 Forms of Communication 
 RCI maintained ongoing communications with stakeholders about their 
meetings and discussions with related third parties. This included communications 
with Haiti and the Haitian government. Interviews of leading corporate personnel 
were arranged with broadcast media such as CNN International, BBC News, CNN 
Espanol, MSNBC, Canadian Broadcast Company, Fox Business News and Travel 
Weekly. In addition to responding to the media and guest posts, RCI’s follow-up 
communications involved delivering the promised information and updating the 
stakeholders about new developments. 
 Video footage of relief efforts were also posted on Youtube. Photos of pallets 
of supplies being shipped to the disaster zone were posted on their blogs for visual 
documentation of their actions. After the company pledged a donation of US$1 
million, their communications emphasized the long-term nature of the process 
(Crenshaw Communications, 2010). However, there is very little information 
available about the extent of profits made or foregone by RCI as a result of the 
earthquake. 

 Persistent Messages 

 With every episode of communication, there is likely to be critics whose 
positions will be swayed by open dialogue. However, RCI focused on maintained an 
open form of dialogue with neutral and positive audiences so as to keep them from 
turning into opponents. With multiple communication channels, they conveyed their 
messages with empathy and publicized the initiatives and commitments for 
humanitarian assistance. Meanwhile, they listened to the stakeholder concerns and 
provided solid customer feedback (Melanson, 2010). Through their posts, it was 
intended that the reader could relate to the CEO and other executives as real people 
who had to make a difficult decision and ultimately were trying to do right by all 
stakeholders: the people of Haiti, their employees, their customers and the public at 
large. From the first cruise ship’s call, they defended their decision with the message 
that Labadee is critical to Haiti’s recovery and hundreds of people rely on Labadee for 
their livelihood. One useful comparison here is the behaviour and communications of 
BP executives following the oil spill in the Gulf of Mexico. In this case, public 
opinion very quickly turned against the company, especially the CEO, because it was 
felt that he was not acting with insufficient urgency and did not really care about the 
consequences of his actions. Two factors which may be of importance are that BP’s 
CEO (and corporate ownership) was not American and the impact of the disaster fell 
upon American people. However, a full determination of the nature and efficacy of 
BP’s performance in this case has yet to be properly established. 
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 In the week following January 12th, messages from RCI included: (a) the 
portrayal of the careful consideration about whether to continue the stops; (b) 
declaration that 100% of net revenue from RCI cruise ship stops in Haiti to the relief 
effort and their ships were used to ferry relief supplies; (c) their pledge to donate 
$1,000,000 to the rescue and cleanup efforts. 
 To recap, throughout the crisis period, RCI delivered the same messages 
repeatedly that their ships were acting to contribute to the continuation of positive 
economic benefits along with actual relief efforts in the short term. The corporate side 
of the story was stated and restated in every message communicated and it was also 
supported by videos and photo aids. 
  
 Stakeholder Analysis 

 Generally, in the case of Labadee, RCI’s stakeholders consists of Haitians, 
shareholders, passengers and employees. 

 Commitment to Haiti  

 Perhaps RCI’s principal form of commitment to its stakeholders should start 
with the Haitian people themselves. Initially, RCI donated $1 million in aid. RCI 
publicly defined its priorities as: (a) emergency aid to the survivors; (b) care for 
employees and their families; (c) care for guests; (d) help with reconstruction and (e) 
long term rebuilding of Haiti (Royal Caribbean International, 2010). Based on the 
statistics from the CEO’s blog, at the end of January, combined with passenger 
donations, their $1 million pledge was raised to $2 million in contributions 
(Newsweek, 2010). By the end of March, RCI delivered 250 care packages directly to 
individual families of its employees. The packages included tents, tarps, medical 
supplies, diapers, food and drink, much of which was specifically requested by those 
in need. Till then, RCI have delivered 2,425 pallets of supplies (Thompson, 2010). 
According to the RCI press release center, RCI announced that in addition to its 
financial contribution during the earthquake, it was committed to continuing to 
provide economic support through the continuous calls that they would make to 
Labadee in the aftermath of the earthquake (RCI, 2010). 

 Shareholders 

 Throughout the crisis period, information relating to shareholders’ responses 
to RCI’s decisions were not publicized to any great extent. Those comments that were 
made available generally showed positive support towards the company and its stated 
policy. 

 Passengers 
 Prior to the earthquake, the US government officially warned Americans to 
exercise a high degree of caution when visiting Haiti due to the high crime rate in the 
country. As mentioned above, Labadee is under armed guard even under normal 
situations owing to the perceived threat and the need to reassure tourists about their 
security. From the very first time that an RCI ship called, it was considered to be very 
risky for RCI to guarantee the safety of passengers and crews ashore once they 
disembarked at the Labadee beach. This was because of the temptation to theft or 
violence faced by many very poor people confronted with very rich and privileged 
visitors, who might in some cases be construed as trying to exploit their misery (in 
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terms of the prevailing low labour costs, for example). However, RCI defended its 
position that there was no need to increase security on the site following the 
earthquake and security measures have remained at their regular level. RCI set up a 
system through which passengers can easily donate to earthquake relief through their 
onboard accounts (Weaver, 2010). According to its own communications, RCI was 
committed to the safety of all passengers throughout their stay at Labadee. 
 Although some passengers significantly opposed the position, throughout 
January 2010 cancellations from passengers stood at a comparatively low level. 
However, this might have resulted from the regular cancellation policy which applied 
during that period. The regular cancellation policy involved notifying the company at 
least 50-70 days ahead of the sailing date, based on the length of the cruise trip that 
the passengers had previously booked. If this criterion was not met, the passengers 
were not refunded their deposit money. This refund policy might have been a factor 
influencing some passengers who decided that they did not want to postpone or cancel 
their long-planned trip with the cruise line. Many of the passengers showed their 
disapproval by staying onboard during the Labadee stop and expressed their 
uncomfortable feeling via messages variously posted to the internet. On the other 
hand, based on blog contents posted, some passengers publicly supported the RCI 
decision by stating that they were proud to be part of what they considered to be a 
humanitarian support project. 

 Employee/Crew Concerns  
 According to the blog of RCI’s CEO, about 50 crewmembers were most likely 
in Haiti at the time of the earthquake. The HR division, along with the contracting 
partner, attempted to contact these people throughout the crisis and offered the 
necessary assistance to them in their time of need. Meanwhile, the Care Team 
provided assistance to the shipboard crew. RCI was committed to continuing to 
employ 230 men and women on Haiti in Labadee, to bringing customers to the 
vendors of Labadee, to using local businesses and to being an important contributor to 
the damaged Haitian economy (Levi, 2010). The company augmented an existing 
crew-welfare fund to provide up to $2,500 in grant money to any Haitian employee 
seeking to rebuild a home or find loved ones. Compassionate leave was extended 
from two weeks to an indefinite period (Newsweek, 2010). 
 Meanwhile, Haitian crew members were allowed to return to Haiti under the 
compassionate leave policy and were transported by ship to Labadee (RCI, 2010). 
Further RCI installed Skype software onboard shipboard computers as an alternate 
means of getting in touch while phone lines were damaged and communications 
difficult (Paloti, 2010). 

 Weak Linkages 
 Although RCI had connected with its audiences via multiple sources, it is 
noticeable that they failed to connect with them all collectively. It was mostly the RCI 
corporate blog that carried messages responses. While it was hosted on a different 
domain, it was clearly linked to the company’s home page but there was no specific 
indication that it was a place for news on Haiti (Patella, 2010). 
 During previous PR crises, the company’s Twitter feed contained mainly the 
latest deals and its Youtube content too only contained commercials. However, later, 
relief efforts and assistance videos were posted to Youtube. Similarly, the Facebook 
Fan Page was linked with the CEO’s blog. Nevertheless, the corporate homepage still 
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had no indication that these sites and resources existed or were being updated. To 
recap, RCI failed to orchestrate its information sources collectively. 
 
 Game Theoretic Analysis 

 Under the game theory framework, in a zero-sum game one person wins 
exactly what the other loses. In other situations, gains and losses may be unequally 
distributed which allows the representation of numerous competitive and conflict-
bearing situations. 

 Figure 1: RCI’s Labadee case in Game Theoretic Perspective: Decision 
Theory Framework 

 

 
 In the case studied in this paper, this is a simultaneous multiplayer game 
played with imperfect information. The players in this game are the government of 
Haiti and the company and shareholders of RCI, passengers and employees. The 
preceding figure models RCI’s game. RCI moves first at A. If the RCI decided to 
choose to proceed with its original itinerary and call at Labadee, then at B, the 
government of Haiti can either allow or reject the request. However, the Haitian 
government benefits at B from allowing RCI to disembark. One might argue that it is 
not really in the Haitian government’s interest to allow this since RCI will take this 
generosity into account and disembark at A. The RCI does not know what the 
government of Haiti will do, however, until after the RCI has decided whether to 
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disembark passengers from its cruise ships. If the RCI chooses to disembark, then the 
government can only really permit this to take place since otherwise it would lose 
even more by rejecting the RCI support. True, Haiti government could promise that it 
will reject the landing at a time of tragedy but such a threat lacks credibility. This 
suggests that RCI is in fact playing the game from the basis of dominance: that is, 
whatever happens, RCI determines the absolute result because there is one solution 
(that favoured by RCI) which outweighs the benefits of any other possible solution. 
This seems to ring true in real life, since the Haitian tourist industry depends on RCI 
calling at Labadee much more than vice versa and all the alternative options are really 
only available on the company’s side. 
 The government of Haiti could win this game by developing a reputation for 
being strict with investors. If the game in the figure were played only once, then Haiti 
would always be better off not punishing its investor. To avoid future exploitation, 
however, Haiti government should not allow this to occur, since it could also win by 
convincing the supplier that it was being a little irrational and that it could not stand 
being taken advantage of in the present urgent circumstances. If the RCI believed that 
the government would always reject them at B, perhaps just in the spirit of revenge, 
then it would not request to stop during a crisis. 
 Similarly, at C, RCI could still face rejection of the situation from passengers. 
Passengers could win the game by not supporting RCI actions. To protect their ethical 
beliefs, passengers need a more credible device such as a call for boycott or cancelling 
the trip to protest against RCI’s policy. If RCI received unfavorable responses from 
passengers, this could dilute RCI’s interest and consequently, the incumbent 
shareholders would be supportive of the passengers’ view. In this situation, RCI 
would therefore be extremely reluctant to initiate the original plan and help Haiti 
through alternative measures. 
 Usually, cruise line companies fear playing a game such as this. RCI could 
benefit from credibly promising to bring relief efforts and to donating all profits from 
each Labadee call. The only solution to this credibility problem would be for RCI to 
develop a long-term perspective and genuinely come to believe that, although it may 
be irrational to make such a call at such a time, the advantages of each call exceeds 
their short-term costs. The figure indicates that if RCI’s Labadee case is analyzed 
from a game theoretic perspective, it appears to approximate a zero- sum game. When 
humans play games, it is usually assumed that they will rationally choose whatever 
strategy maximizes the payoff they can expect to receive. This case indicates that 
RCI’s strategy maximizes the payoff for most of the stakeholders while significantly 
endangering its own reputation. 
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Cost Benefit Analysis 

 

RCI: COST RCI: BENEFITS 

Bad reputation for delivering vacationing 
experiences so close the disaster  

Accused of disrespectful decision which 
created a turbulent wake of moral outrage 
and public relation crisis 

Good image with humanitarian support  

Gain advertistng advantage over PR crisis 
on web sensation  

Learning from organization’s PR crisis 
can be added to organization memory 

Haiti: Cost Haiti: Benefits 

None Headtax $6 per tourists = 30,531 
passengers in January alone =$183,186 
(see Note below) 

$30,000 was collected from Labadee 
vendors on 18th June alone. 

100% of the company's net revenue from 
the destination (the first three calls 
brought $110,000 in revenue) (Kurczy, 
2010). 

Over 400 pallets of urgently needed 
goods (in January 2010). 

US$1 million dollar donation which is 
expected to reach US$2 million 
combined with passenger donations (in 
February) 

Note: Headtax of $6 per tourist 

(15/01) 3,654 Passengers  

(18/01) 3,114 Passengers  

(19/01) 3,654 Passengers  

(22/01) 2,850 Passengers  

(23/01) 4,370 Passengers  

(24/01) 5,400 Passengers  

(30/02) 3,114 Passengers  
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(31/01) 4,375 Passengers  

= 30,531 passengers in January alone; = $183,186 

Source : Royal Caribbean International, 2010. 

 

EMPLOYEES: COSTS EMPLOYEES: BENEFITS 

About $125 per week per employee x 
about 530 Haitian employees 

Crew-welfare fund was augmented to 
provide up to $2500 in grant money to 
any Haitian employee who sought to 
rebuild a home or find loved ones. 

Compassionate leave was extended from 
two weeks to indefinite status. 

 Limitations 

 Like most studies, this research paper has several limitations. Firstly, this 
study focuses on RCI’s responses during the period between January 2010 and June 
2010. Data collected in this research focused on strategies employed by RCI in 
responding to the public relations crisis occurring earlier in 2010 that may be different 
from the outcome from other crises during the same period. Moreover, due to the 
small number of news releases available, meaningful inferential statistical analysis 
was not possible, which precludes generalizibility. Consequently, these findings 
should be viewed with caution because they could result from a narrow focus on one 
single case study. Replication of analysis with other cases would be helpful to 
corroborate the theoretical framework. In addition, due to several limitations, in 
analysing RCI’s Labadee case using game theoretic and cost benefit analyses, the 
results could not be quantitatively evaluated. In future works, it would be valuable if 
the analysis findings could be expressed in quantitative format. 

 Conclusion 

 Tourism has been used as a tool in rebuilding nations affected by either nature 
or war. For RCI in the case of Haiti, RCI’s ships brought relief efforts and substantial 
tourism dollars to Haiti and helped generate positive economic development as a form 
of immediate support. In the long term too, Haiti can benefit from tourism. On the one 
hand, many people believe that RCI was honest, forthright and transparent about its 
reasons and processes with its customers. On the other hand, critics claimed that the 
timing of the ship's visit was disrespectful to the memories of the tens of thousands of 
people who perished during the earthquake while the image of the humanitarian 
aspect of delivering relief supplies was not supported by the facts. However, RCI 
quickly detected the crisis signals and took immediate reactive measures to rumours 
and speculation in order to prevent them from needlessly intensifying the crisis and its 
damage to the organization. Utilizing various media, mainly through the internet, they 
communicated their rationale persuasively. Although the moral question of the 
controversial decision was raised from an ethical perspective, RCI did address the 
public relations crisis apparently well and managed to secure its reputation in Haiti, 
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although it did of course have the benefit of significant present and future market 
power. From the RCI case, not only travel and leisure related businesses but also 
many other organizations can learn lessons and in terms of the use of communications 
in crisis management situations.  
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