
This coming July will mark my 30th year since joining
the cruise industry, and how different it was back then,
from every aspect that I recall—there were few ameni-

ties onboard; we offered a handful of tours in each port, if
that; and selling tours comprised of three pursers sitting
behind a couple six-foot tables on a stage in some lounge
with a few rolls or books of tickets, each representing a tour
like old movie tickets. We would give guests this simplistic
ticket in exchange for cash or travelers checks (yes, I said
travelers checks or cash, which is a good as money, so said
Yogi Berra). That was it. The rolls would be marked with the
tour’s capacity, usually with a paper clip or rubber band, and
the tour was sold out once you reached that not-so-scientific
symbol. Period. The session would also end either by no
more guests in the lounge or tickets to sell. If we did have
more tickets to sell, the purser’s office would hold the tickets
and sell on request. One of the pursers would telex (yes, I
said telex), fax or call the tour operators with the counts, and
that was it.  How simple it all was. We had a few tours to offer
on a cruise as a whole; however, they delivered excellent
experiences by great guides. 

Turn the clock to 30 years later, and we now offer dozens of
tours on a single cruise; do PowerPoint presentations; have
stateroom TV channels running shore excursion clips in;
arrange presales via websites; provide 40 pages of tour infor-
mation on any given cruise; produce banners and flyers for

our dedicated shore excursion teams and audio and visual
guides…you get the picture.

Now, why did I agree to write this article? I hold the strongest
opinion that in all the noise now surrounding shore excur-
sions, little attention is being paid to the most crucial com-
ponent—the tour guide. There are some exceptions; a few
operators do; and I congratulate them on their wisdom. 

Just like the cruise ships of today nearing or topping a billion
dollars to build, with more amenities than you can experience
on a single cruise—if you don’t have the right crew with prop-
er skillsets, the intended experience’s delivery can be far from
ideal. We receive thousands of communications from guests
every week on their incredible cruise experience, and without
fail it always ties back to a crewmember who made it excep-
tional. A memory to last a lifetime, how wonderful is that? 

The same goes for shore excursions; from the simplest and
inexpensive to the most complex and expensive tour, the tour
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The Tour Guide: 

More Important Now Than Ever!

“…from the simplest and inexpensive to the
most complex and expensive tour, the tour
guide can make the difference.”



guide can make the difference. Unfortunately, the trend I
have witnessed the last few years has been that tour guides
are not mentioned as often as I recall in the past. Now, the
reasons for this are as varied as the destinations we visit and
tours we offer, and many are significant. But I call them
excuses for mediocrity. 

Opportunity: this is how I see the current status. Please allow
me to elaborate. Not all tour operators have the financial
strength and additional bandwidth needed to create new
experiences, which may require tens of thousands—if not
hundreds of thousands—of dollars to bring to life, along
with year-after-year investments to keep up with the indus-
try’s demand, especially for the appeal of repeat guests.
However, operators can improve their product with a much
smaller investment—the skillset of their tour guides. Now,
one may say that local mandate requires hiring from a pool
of guides, but nothing prevents from teaching them further
while under contract. I am sure that in most cases, if not all,
this is possible.   

Prominence: this what you want to achieve as a tour operator
to be at the top of your field, and in my opinion, there is no
faster way to get there and stay there then by having the best

guides that will ensure every tour offering and guest experi-
ence will represent a lasting memory that they will tell us
about, along with the rest of the world, for that matter, with
today’s abundance of social media.  

Marketability: having the best, most experienced and creden-
tialed tour guides is extremely marketable, from my perspec-
tive. You give yourself an edge over your competition. When
an operator has such a position, it should be promoted loud-
ly and confidently first to the cruise line, which will make the
choice to buy or not to buy products from you, and then by
the cruise line to the guests, who will have the ultimate
choice to buy or not to buy the offering. The product’s per-
ceived value can be greatly enhanced if delivered by the most
qualified and experienced guides. 

The three points I made above should be enough to make you
analyze your current state of business. If this is an opportu-
nity for you, then you owe it to yourself and your team to
explore it. I hope to see tour guide associations and guides’
roles in your business used more often, for their experience,
qualifications and certifications in BOLD LETTERS and
integrated into your proposals to cruise lines. 


