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Introduction
The tourism and events industry faces increasing pressure regarding its sustainability practices with the effects of climate change, overcrowding, biodiversity loss and cultural exploitation enforcing the need for change within the industry, as supported in industry research (Omar, 2024). This essay will delve into the environmental impact of the cruise industry, highlighting the pressure the industry has faced and how they have adapted to adjust to the changing perspectives. This essay will include sections on the discussion of Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) that is adopted by the companies within the industry, whilst considering the impacts of the circular economy, the triple bottom line and the three pillars of sustainability on the industry. By exploring CSR and the other principles this analysis will aim to unveil the industry’s attempts to mitigate its environmental footprint and promote a more sustainable tourism model. 
Environmental Impact of the Cruise Industry 
Every part of the tourism and events industry has an environmental impact, in the process of addressing environmental impacts in any sector you can look at the Sustainable Development Goals, a series of 17 goals for sustainability created, adopted and promoted by the United Nations. Countries and companies can pledge their support in these goals and aid in reaching the targets set within them. The tourism industry is specifically mentioned in 3 targets however it is involved and could impact on many others. (United Nations, 2025)
The cruise industry is a sector within tourism that in the past has struggled with sustainability and its impact on the environment. This is supported by research on Europe's 218 cruise ships in 2022 emitting more sulphur oxides than 1 billion cars, the equivalent of 4.4 times more than all the continent's cars. This shows that even as recent as 2022 emissions and the environmental impact of the industry was severe (Dijkstra & Simon, 2023), this is however being gradually mitigated by operators like MSC Cruises that have been investing in fossil gas (LNG), a fuel that causes less air pollution, as well as expanding their fleet to include ships purpose built for these fuels (Habibic, 2023). Furthermore, the cruise industry not only emits harmful gases and carbon emissions but also can be harmful to biodiversity, habitat conservation and water pollution. An example of these effects can be found in the $20 million settlement in 2019 that the Carnival Corporation, the world's largest cruise line, had to pay in relation to illegal discharging of wastewater and harmful materials (Nautilus International, 2019). 
As can be seen from the research of the industry, the impact of the cruise sector on the environment cannot be understated and the importance of companies actively confronting and engaging in these issues is paramount in the fight against climate change. An example of a company which began to do so was when in 2021 Royal Caribbean announced their “Destination Net Zero” mission to begin getting involved in green practices (R.C. Group, 2021), since then they have successfully reduced carbon intensity by 6.8% compared to 2019 estimates and are on track to equip 100% of their fleet with advanced wastewater purification systems by 2025. (R.C. Group, 2025) Their contributions not only help to combat the environmental impact of the cruise industry but can be shown as an example of the growing trend in CSR within the sector and the addressing of the sustainable development goals (Positive Impact Events, 2019). 
CSR in the Cruise Sector
When addressing sustainability, it is important for companies to think about their Corporate Social Responsibility. CSR can be defined as a concept whereby companies will integrate social and environmental concerns into their business operations and interactions with stakeholders, rather than primarily focusing on profit generation. (Wan-Jan, 2006) CSR is a growing trend within the industry and research into CSR practices seems to argue that "not only is doing good the right thing to do, but it also leads to doing better" (Bhattacharya & Sen, 2004), as it was found that 84% of Americans say they would be likely to switch to brands associated with a good cause, if price and quality were similar. When a company prioritizes CSR initiatives they can be seen as more moral in the eyes of consumers and lead to subsequent revenue. Further study by Dashwood (2020), shows that corporate social responsibility has become the global norm in which companies can no longer be solely focused on revenues but need to account for those world and people around them.
A study found that in the cruise sector customers are likely to form high-level loyal behavior when they perceive companies' CSR activities and their similarities with other such companies (Ahn et al, 2021), this research supports the importance of CSR in the cruise sector as it can actively effect customers opinions and spending habits. It is clear that CSR activities can create a positive corporate image and reputation that is favorable with stakeholders (Hur et al, 2013). By contrast a bad reputation through negative CSR activities can lead to customers' negative responses toward companies (Yoon et al, 2006).
CSR can also be impacted by the pressures not only of society and its consumers but also from government regulation. An example of CSR being pushed by governments would be the creation and adoption of a Carbon Intensity Indicator in 2023 that was created and enforced by the International Maritime Organization to further put limitations on the emissions cruise lines can produce (Davey, 2022). Furthermore, the introduction of cruise caps and restriction on water and power being introduced in tourist cities around Europe like Valencia, Budapest and Athens is another example of legislation and regulations of the government adapting the CSR of companies to align with the goals of nations (O'Donoghue, 2024)
As CSR becomes of growing importance companies and organizations within the cruise sector must adapt their policy and operations to follow the pursuit of sustainability. The Cruise Lines International Association (CLIA) is an organization representing oceangoing companies that comprise 95% of global cruise passenger capacity, together with its members CLIA have been pushing for policies and practices that foster safe, healthy and sustainable cruise operations in line with CSR. The pressure of a global organizational entity puts further pressure on co-operation and collaboration in sustainability of the cruise industry (Cruise Lines Internation Association, 2024).
CSR and the Circular Economy
Within CSR there has been a rise in emphasis on companies aiming to be part of the circular economy. The circular economy can be described as "a system where materials never become waste and nature is regenerated" (Ellen MacArthur Foundation, 2025), meaning that within the circular economy any product or material will go through the processes of maintenance, reuse, remanufacture, recycling or composting. The circular economy can be used to combat climate change and other global challenges by splitting economic activity from the consumption of finite resources. A study found that of materials extracted and exploited in 2023, only 7.2% had been inputted back into the economy (CGR, 2023), the importance of a circular economy can't be understated as to reduce consumption to safe limits global material extraction and consumption needs to be reduced by a third and the transition to a circular economy will be instrumental in achieving this. (Circle Economy, 2024) The circular economy is also considered as a possible solution to mitigate the environmental impacts of the tourism industry, with a view to more sustainable tourism by reducing environmental, social and economic burdens in an integrated holistic approach (Strippoli et al, 2024). An example within the cruise sector focusing on circular economy would be Carnival Cruises who produce approximately 88% of the water they use from sea water, and they have over 600 food waste biodigesters across their fleet to reduce and reuse food waste (Carnival Sustainability, 2025).
The Triple Bottom Line Framework 
When companies look to address CSR, they can look at the Triple Bottom Line (TBL) framework as a method of addressing issues. The TBL can be defined as a framework for measuring the performance of a business and the success of an organization using the three lines. Coined originally in 1994 the terms profit, people and planet being the three lines a company would integrate to ensure success in sustainability and CSR (Elkington, 1998). The TBL was later researched, supported and referred to as the practical framework of sustainability that allows companies to put a consistent and balanced focus on all factors (Rogers & Hudson, 2011).
The profit line of the TBL framework relates to the capability of the economy as one of the subsystems of sustainability to survive and evolve to support the future (Spangenburg, 2005). The profit line is tied to the growth of the organization in connection to the economy and how the organization contributes and supports it. The people line focuses on the interaction between the community and the organization as it addresses issues that can impact them, the idea being that these practices provide value and 'give back' to the community (Goel, 2010). The planet line focuses on the practices and the engagement with natural resources and environment, the aim is to minimize the ecological footprint of an organization and to ensure that the business supports initiatives for sustainability (Goel, 2010).
The companies within the cruise industry address the Triple Bottom Line by implementing CSR policies and having multi-faceted approaches to sustainability. These companies not only focus solely on environmental practices but have spread their focus and efforts across multiple areas. MSC Cruises has 5 key areas of action being people, planet, technology, efficiency and fuels, responsible tourism, and lastly supply and value chain (MSC Cruises, 2025). The Carnival Corporation has 6 areas of focus being climate action, circular economy, sustainable tourism, good health and wellbeing, biodiversity and conservation, and lastly diversity, equity and inclusion (Carnival Cruises, 2025). Royal Caribbean Group has 6 areas of focus being accelerating innovation, sustaining our planet, supporting our people, energizing communities, promoting health and safety, and lastly governing responsibly (R.C. Group, 2025). As can be seen by the myriads of areas they all focus on, these companies are addressing the triple bottom line by having areas relating to profit, people and planet. 
To take Royal Caribbean as an example from the rest, they are addressing the planet line by their various sustainability initiatives like their sustainability reports that make note of them being on track to reduce food waste by 50% fleetwide by 2025 or to be 100% cage free sourcing eggs and chicken meat by 2025 (R.C. Group, 2025). Their contributions to the planet line can also be noted by their continued partnership with the World Wildlife Fund in the goal of ocean conservation since 2016 (WWF, 2025). The company has addressed the people line through supporting their staff, continued engagement with local communities at/near ports, charitable initiatives and collaborations, and promotion of cultural exchange through cruise experiences (R.C. Group, 2025). This can be supported by their introduction of a mental wellness plan for employees and its membership as part of the Blue Heart Campaign to educate about and prevent human trafficking (UNODC, 2025). Royal Caribbean is addressing the profit line by maintaining profitability through innovation of onboard experiences and sustainable practices, ensuring long-term financial health while contributing to sustainability and CSR (R.C. Group, 2025).
Three Pillars of Sustainability in the Cruise Industry
When not only companies but nations begin to address sustainability, they can look towards the three pillars of sustainability to support them in planning and policy making to ensure a balanced approach to sustainability. In 1987, the UN World Commission on Environment and Development published the Brundtland Report aimed to help countries create policies to protect the planet and people. This report discussed sustainable development and how to achieve it through change (Brundtland, 1987). The three pillars of sustainability are split into economic, social and environmental sustainability and are used by nations and companies to organize their policy and practices to address the three important areas within sustainability. The social pillar emphasizes fair business practices for employees and the community, the environmental pillar encourages responsible use and regulation of resources, and the economic pillar aims to create economic value whilst addressing the environmental and social costs (Akkermans, 2025).
The pressure for the cruise sector to implement and collaborate with the three pillars of sustainability is evident when you link it to the commitment by the Cruise Line International Association (CLIA) to the UN 2030 Agenda and its SDGs declared in 2017 (Di Vaio et al, 2022). Under the pressure of the SDGs these urge not just the companies but the stakeholders to push for and adopt practices and behaviors to achieve sustainability. This can be even more evident with the disclosure practices of sustainability initiatives and reports that can be used as a tool for accountability in favor of the stakeholders needs, as well as legitimizing evidence of organizations environmental, economic and social practices (Al Amosh et al, 2022).
Conclusion 
In conclusion, the cruise industry, while it has a history of contributing to environmental issues, is increasingly recognizing the importance and necessity of sustainable practices through the lens of CSR. As noted in the essay, leading companies like Royal Caribbean and MSC Cruises are taking steps towards reducing their ecological impact, aligning their operations with the Sustainable Development Goals, and adopting the Triple Bottom Line framework and Three Pillars to balance profit, people, and planet. The industry’s response to environmental pressures, alongside governmental influences, shows a trend towards growing commitment to sustainability, showcasing that corporate responsibility can no longer be a trend but an essential strategy for developing long-term viability and positive societal impact within the tourism sector.
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