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Sailing Towards Sustainability:
A Strategic Report for Royal Caribbean
Introduction
This report's purpose is to delve into the management of the world's second largest cruise company, Royal Caribbean. With the appointment of a new CEO after a devastating period during the pandemic, the company has seen a miraculous recovery and is going from strength to strength. The importance of retaining this growth is crucial and this report finds out how it’s best for the company to keep to a sustainable trajectory. The report will concentrate on the company’s most valuable asset, its staff. How they are treated and if diversity exists, how equal are minorities treated. Organizational culture will also be assessed; how employment structure is implemented and how well does it work. 

Diversity and Well-being 
Royal Caribbean may be based in Florida and the Caribbean, but their workforce of around 100,000 is global, with religious, cultural and racial differences across all departments and teams. (macrotrends, 2024) In order to keep such a large workforce working at their best they must be always respected and have the best wellbeing, demanding Royal Caribbean to consider the impact diversity and how it is managed, has on an individual and the whole crew. This management must come from the company's leadership model as ‘Diverse leadership acknowledges numerous different personal and cultural contexts which impact how a person works, what they need access to from their workplace’ (Ankers, 2020) and it’s clear that Royal Carribean acknowledges this importance, and proudly show the numerous awards they have received for inclusivity.
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Having also won numerous employer awards and their staff satisfaction survey showing an astounding 95% of employees having pride in the company seems incredibly impressive, but they ranked 431st in a list of 750 companies listed by Forbes, and Amazon came 38th on the list, a company which has had numerous modern slave labor law breeches within the USA and internationally (Peachman, 2023). As they don’t make their internal company employee surveys public, they could set questions to guarantee success and lead to response bias as questions can be asked in overtly positive ways (Morrel-Samuels, 2002). Also, if respondent anonymity isn't guaranteed, results can be completely inaccurate, as many of the international workforce aboard the ships are not only reliant on their position, but their wages often directly support their wider families at home, and they might fear a negative response in a survey might lead to them losing their job security.
When it comes to gender diversity in royal Caribbean, they are clear that they ‘want to ensure our employees all have the opportunity to reach their full potential regardless of gender’ but how the companies leadership team is structured, shows how far they are from achieving this (Royal Carribean 2020). With an executive team of 10 leaders running the company, only three are women, a figure which has dropped, as 2 women have left the board since 2019 and the positions have not been restored. This also goes in hand with the company's wage disparity, as there is an average pay gap of 28%, and not only do men gain more wage bonuses but the median average difference is 61%. Although 82% of the women do get bonuses, but they are receiving significantly less than their male counterparts, highlighting as well the lack of women, and equality in the higher positions of the company, a trend that is clear throughout the cruising industry with only 3% of global captains and less than 20% of women holding high ranking officer positions (Southhampton Cruise Centre, 2024).
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To ensure the sustainability of such a large workforce, especially one as close-knit and hard-working as royal Caribbeans, employee well-being must be measured and be of the highest importance, as ‘investing in employee wellbeing can lead to increased resilience, better employee engagement, reduced sickness absence and higher performance and productivity’ (CIPD, 2024). Royal Caribbean has a dedicated wellness team to cater to the needs of the employees and they follow a ‘well-being is not a one-size-fits-all' policy’ and they claim that employee well-being is always their top priority. Their quick response to the pandemic and it’s need for isolation is commendable, as all training, meeting and management processes were converted to digital remote resources and remote workers had access to mental health workshops if needed (Healthiest Employers, 2022). 
[bookmark: _Int_3fm20ivz]This is all well and good, but these were only for their in-shore workforce, that make up less than 10% of their total workforce. The care and attention to their staff on board isn’t clearly stated anywhere, implying that there isn’t as much thought towards the crew’s well-being. The cramped living quarters, grueling working hours and isolation all lead to an increased need for proper well-being and mental health services readily available for all crew members. The lack of essential services is highlighted with the tragic statistics, that 29% of crew deaths were because of suicide or murder (Heggie, 20220). There is a clear problem here and the added pressure of presenteeism is just adding to the problem, when staff should be off resting but can’t because the medic haven’t deemed them ill enough, or they feel pressured, or worried for their position if they don’t attend their work duties (Arjona-Fuentes et al., 2019). 

Organizational culture
The work culture on board the ships is a clear and extreme hierarchy, with roles being split into three factions, stewards at the peak, taking on managerial roles in all departments or overseeing multiply or all part and staff on board. Staff follow making up most of the hospitality and customer interactive roles, the staff that most customers will have the most interaction with. Crew then make up the lesser roles within the company, maintenance, housekeeping, mostly manual labor roles. Therefore, this hierarchy not only determines job roles and positions but also every other aspect of their working life. The lower down the hierarchy, the lower the salary, benefits and standard of living, with even some parts of the ship off limits to crew. This is the formal social hierarchy the company imposes on its employees, dividing them into formal working teams, and the success of this is reliant on its management of its informal groups. 
As the ship is a closed community and the only variable in the employee's working life is the guests, the hierarchy is crucial to share the limited resources onboard, physical resources like food, water, shelter, but also psychological resources like working roles and recreation time (Sapolsky, 2004). Despite the hierarchy's success, issues often arise, and action is required immediately. The most common form of conflict resolution used by managers is Tuckman’s model where groups form and then storm, getting to know each other and their differences, then progressing into task performance (Tuckman, 1965). Although used widely, and heavily within the wider tourism industry, the cruise industry is unique in its isolation and vast variety of ethnic and culturally different workforce all in one small space. The model's reliance on conflict to determine long term success simply does not work on board cruise ships as resolutions should be swift and conflict shouldn’t be encouraged. 
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This conflict often stems from the informal groups that form within the ship's workforce. These groups are crucial to the well-being of the employees and help the flow of work as ‘Informal groups also help lighten management workload. Managers become less inclined to check up on workers when they know the informal organization is cooperating with them’ (Daniel, 2018). Although the overreliance of managers using self-checking practices can lead to informal groups bleeding into the hierarchy's formal structure. There have been cases where groups of employees from the same countries congregate and create mafias that take over whole departments of ships, leading to a culture of bullying and intimidation. Contraband is used as onboard currency and illegal activities thrive, and managers are left unaware (Donaldson, 2017). 

Jason Liberty, the company CEO, has instilled a culture of connectivity within his top management, a structure that allows him to use his leadership team’s different knowledge and experience to run the company at its best potential. This method is clearly inspired by Crainer's belief that a team should be made up of different people who will contribute individual skills many of which will be different (Crainer, 1995). His management of his team falls into 3 separate divisions, across all Social, Action and Thinking roles. His shaper traits maintain a constant team momentum, with his strong belief in connectivity with all teams throughout the company, he now holds a general meeting every 3 weeks as opposed to the quarterly meeting which were standard before the pandemic (Greenberg, 2022). This progression mindset also puts him in the Plant role as he's led the company through the pandemic with a creative and adaptive team that have reacted to the growing customer demands and expanding cruising demographic, because leadership is the ability to start evolutionary change processes that are more adaptive (Schein, 1992). But his main team role is as resource investigator, surrounding himself with a network of specialist multi-talented managers. This does highlight the breadth of Liberty’s management style and his inclusion and use of other’s strengths to help his own, but this also shows how Belbin’s model fails to find a definitive role as most managers will have to change or adopt multiple leadership styles, depending on the team they are working with (Belbin, 2022).

Conclusion

This report has found that Royal Caribbean are very successful at highlighting their strengths and victories, but even better at concealing their mishaps and downfalls. 

Diversity in the company is present throughout most departments and they are proud to display their staff satisfaction and award-winning practices, but the lack of diversity in their leadership is apparent. Diversity does not lead to equality and is true with Royal Carribean, with a gender wage disparity problem and lack of diversity within the companies hihger positions. Employee well-being is of the upmost importance, as long as those employees are based inshore and are not at the lower wage level. Mental health issues are clearly not taken seriously on board and sadly, often end in tragedy. 

Company culture varies from ship to corporate, with strict hierarchies enforced on board, to ensure compliance, productiveness but it has been found to do just the opposite. The complacency of managers leads to unethical and often illegal working habits and cultures akin to prisons. The corporate structure is successful with Liberty’s team of leaders helping him sail towards a sustainable future for the company, by using their strengths and experiences to propel the company forward. 

In conclusion, Royal Caribbean are very much like one of their ships at sea, a gleaming modern vessel gliding effortlessly through the oceans, but the hard work and struggle is below the surface hidden in the engine room, and if they don’t change course soon, the cracks will show, and the ship will sink. 


Recommendations

The first recommendation for the company is to reinstate more women onto their leadership team. To have a company as big as this, and one that is intent on improving diversity and equality among its employees, it is ironic that their board of directors, not only have a third of it women, but that this number has fallen instead of improving. If this change was implemented, then the issues of wage disparities might also improve further down the company's hierarchy, seeing a domino effect of equality improvement form the leadership, as ‘leadership is the ability to start evolutionary change processes that are more adaptive’ Schein (1992).  This will see a positive change for the employees as well as the company seeing ‘higher return on equity, and better average growth than did those with no women on their boards’ (Najafipour et al., 2014). 

The second recommendation is for conflict resolution plans. Instead of following the industry standard of Tuckman’s model, which encourages conflict, when resolutions should be prioritized, the Adairs Action Centered Leadership model should perused as it doesn't actively encourage conflict, only resolutions, and when conflict does arise, focus isn't completely lost on the task at hand or the group mission, unlike with Tuckman's overly linear process (Adair, 1986).

The final recommendation is to revisit their hierarchical system of employee structure. The system obviously succeeds at running cruise ships effectively but at the detriment of employee well-being in many cases. To ensure that cultures of bullying and harassment don’t spiral out of control, management needs to	 revisit their policies and take a more hands on approach to their care of employees and not aways trust that all is well. 
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