Family Reunion Cruise Planning
Thinking of a family reunion? If simultaneous thoughts of joy and horror emerge, that's normal. But a family reunion cruise might provide the perfect mix of family togetherness and still enough "me-time" for individual members. 

Let's face it: Spending every minute of your vacation with the entire family can be stressful -- quirky Aunt Mary, cousin Bud who can't stop telling awful jokes, a diva with an opinion on everything, a perpetual grumbler, teenagers with iPods coming out of their ears, and children who believe they're the center of the universe. 

The beauty of a cruise is that families can hang out or go ashore as a group one day, then blissfully split up the next day for quiet time or individual pursuits. The benefits of cruising for your reunion are obvious. But the task of organizing and booking a large group of people with different schedules and priorities can be daunting. So here are some pointers for the ambitious family member who agrees to take on the job.

Step 1: Start Planning One to Two Years Out 


Why? Most lines give their best price breaks to bookings made at least six months to a year in advance. Early booking discounts vary widely but can range from 5-25 percent or more. Some sailings also have special promotions or free airfare, particularly if booked well in advance. 

It's critical to start early to assure your family group can book a block of cabins in the same general location. That comes in handy for kids who want to spend time with their cousins, or adults who want to enjoy cocktails together on the veranda.

A family qualifies for group booking rates and perks when they use a minimum of five to 10 cabins, depending on the line. Many cruise lines give one free "tour conductor" berth (basically one-half of a cabin) to the group for a certain number of cabins booked. That also varies by line. Often large groups booking 20 or more cabins can get one free cabin for two. 

The freebie cabin can go to the family group leader who did all the work, or the savings can be split out among the cabins. Some lines may offer alternative amenities in lieu of the tour conductor cabin.

Step 2: Appoint One Family Leader and Determine a Budget 
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To consolidate the preferences and opinions of dozens of family members, it's important for the family to appoint one group leader to do the bulk of the work and to moderate family issues.

It might also help to select one or two others from differing groups in the family to assist. The first goal for this small group is to agree on a budget. What can most family members afford to spend? Keep in mind the cruise fare includes meals, most activities and entertainment, but cruisers still need to budget for extras like spa services, casino play, souvenirs, and drinks. And don't forget shore excursions, which can be costly, as well as airfare to get to the embarkation port. 

Step 3 - Research Dates, Destinations and Cruise Lines
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The group leader and assistants should poll the family to determine the best sailing dates for all. Send the query by e-mail and follow up by phone. Ask for very specific dates or a range of dates that work. And ask which dates simply won't work.

Avoid graduation periods, holidays (unless the entire family always gets together over a holiday), and peak periods for air travel. For example, avoid a cruise out of New Orleans during Mardi Gras, or a cruise leaving from a city hosting a major sporting event like the Super Bowl. 

Ask if family members want to cruise to the Caribbean, Alaska or Europe. For repeat family reunion cruises, ask if they would consider an "exotic" cruise to Asia, South America or the South Pacific. Caribbean cruises are generally the least expensive and least time-consuming. Alaska and European cruises have higher price tags, and any cruise sailing from a foreign port might require more flying time.

While awaiting feedback, the group leader can check cruise web sites, many of which are listed on the Cruise Lines International Association site (www.cruising.org). Peruse the online photos. Can you visualize your entire family, kids included, sailing on a specific line in the company of those other guests? What's the personality of the cruise line and how well will your family fit in?

Read about onboard activities, dining and shore options. Check whether the line seems to welcome children and has kid facilities. Talk to other cruisers on online bulletin boards like CruiseMates.com about their family reunion experiences. Then, based on your projected budget and your research, develop a list of potential lines and itineraries to discuss with family members or your travel agent. Have a list of several lines and itineraries in mind.

Step 4 - Decide Whether to Use an Agent
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Planning a group cruise can be time-consuming. The group leader must communicate with the cruise line and the family members, meet deposit deadlines, often handle air arrangements, review documents to assure they're correct, and work with the cruise line on cabin selection, onboard amenity choices and dining arrangements.

Travel agents do all this too, and they don't charge for their services, since they receive a commission from the cruise line, plus the headache is theirs and not yours. 

There are some nuances [within the booking process] that only the agent knows. We know where to look on the documents for confirmations that booking numbers are cross-referenced. Bottom line: If this doesn't happen, your dining assignments could be a mess. Family members might be assigned to tables in different parts of the dining room. Or one family group might be assigned to a late seating, the other to an early seating. Most families want to dine together onboard.
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Your agent can find out what group perks you might be entitled to on individual lines. Or, the group leader can call the line's group department. For example, if you book at least eight staterooms on Carnival, you'll receive benefits like complimentary champagne and chocolates, or a private cocktail party.

Holland America's family reunion program (for five or more staterooms) includes special group pricing, one family photo per stateroom, a 20-punch soda card, and a choice of dinner for the entire family in Pinnacle Grill or free rentals of snorkel gear, swim mats and banana boat rides on Half Moon Cay, the line's private Bahamas isle. For families booking 10 or more staterooms, the line offers a head-of-the-family reward -- a free upgrade from an outside stateroom to a veranda.

Royal Caribbean offers group amenities but also sells add-on package options for family groups of eight cabins or more. For $50-$100 per person, the Royal Reunions package will include at least two private rock-wall climbing sessions, as well as amenities like personalized door decorations, a cake, special activities, photo packages, scavenger hunt, VIP in-room amenities and a reunion trivia challenge.

Step 6 - Select an Itinerary
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When it's time to pick an itinerary, the decision should be influenced by family members' feedback on dates and destinations, as well as your budget considerations, desired group perks, and how the cruise line will appeal to your specific family members. 

Four-, five- or seven-day voyages to the Caribbean or Mexican Riviera are popular family choices. Alaska is also a great choice for multi-generational travel, but pricier. Europe may appeal to experienced family reunion cruisers who have previously sailed to more close-to-home destinations. 

Two weeks - even if your budget permits - is generally too long! One consumer we spoke to still shudders at memories of a two-week family reunion cruise through the Panama Canal with multiple consecutive days at sea and 16 relatives. By the end, the whole family was dying to get away from each other. Seven days is usually a good mix of sea and port days and just about the right amount of family togetherness.

Boil your itinerary choices down to two or three options (a good agent will do this automatically). Group leaders often select way too many choices and get bogged down. So select two or three, then a small group (the leader and perhaps two family volunteer assistants) can announce its choice. Or, you can re-poll all family members, going with the majority decision.

Step 7 - Promote to the Family
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Email or send a simple flyer to your family. Tell them what's been selected based on dates, budget and itinerary choices in their feedback. Most family members should be happy, but it's impossible to please everyone. If you get complaints, note that the cruise was chosen because it was the best choice when considering the desires and budgets of the family group as a whole.

When it's time to book the selected voyage to lock in the best rates, be enthusiastic. Don't just talk "hardware" - pricing, itinerary, the ship and the cruise line. Also talk "software" - the importance of family time together, the way time is passing, and what fun you'll have on the cruise! 

Specify how many cabins the family must book to secure the group rate. List all the bountiful cruise vacation inclusions. Assure the family that meals onboard, entertainment and most activities are included. And tell them what other amenities your family will have, like dedicated tables for dinner together, or the special perks mentioned above.

If you use an agent, let the agent send out the flyer or email. That introduces the agent to the rest of the family so they have a good resource for questions, and it takes pressure off the group leader. A good agent will remind family members of deposit-due dates well in advance, so you're not racing to make payments at the last minute.

Many cruise lines offer downloadable flyers that can jazz up your communications. Whatever you send, emphatically say "we hope you'll join us." If some members are disinterested, don't panic. Keep mailing updates and a running total of how many family members are now "on board" with firm bookings. Inevitably, more hold-outs will sign up.

Step 8: -- Book the Trip, Make Deposits, Consider Insurance/Passports
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Once you have the minimum number of cabins for a group, it's time to block space with the cruise line. You'll need to pay an initial deposit for each cabin. Make sure your family members understand the due dates are for further payments.

Strongly consider travel insurance to protect your cruise investment in the event of a problem. It can help you get your money back if you can't go due to an unexpected family illness, flight delay or cancellation, airport security issue, problem at the office or a death in the family. Some families build it into the overall cruise price; your agent can assist.

While new rules requiring citizens to have U.S. passports to cruise in the Caribbean were delayed recently, ultimately those rules will be implemented. It's only a matter of time so we tell all our clients to get a passport now. It's a proof of citizenship, a "must" for travel to Europe or more exotic locales, and valid for 10 years.

Step 9 - Plan Your Family Activities
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Once cabin space is under deposit, involve the entire family in the activity planning. Send out lists of potential activities for days ashore in certain ports. Ask what the family would like to do. Provide a sampling of shore trips; detail what the cruise line offers, and explain the option of creating your own family shore trip with a private bus or a couple of vans. An option is to use www.ShoreTrips.com to create personalized, private shore trips. The cost can be cheaper than the cruise line trips.

Reunion groups love to celebrate occasions while on a cruise. So a grandmother's 50th wedding anniversary might be celebrated ashore with all the couples in the family renewing their wedding vows. Families could also create tee-shirts with wording like "Cruising South This Summer with the Tate Family" or "Hernandez Family Reunion". Wearing them creates an aura of fun and allows you to keep your eyes on the kids in a crowd.

Family history should be a big part of any reunion. Ask every family member to send in one old and one new photo for each person. Ask a family member to compile those into a remembrance book to be distributed to all onboard; leave space in the book or on its cover for a group family shot by the ship's photographer.

Plan onboard group activities -- anything from a fitness contest to a scavenger hunt with prizes. Many family reunion couples love an "adults only" evening with drinks and a show, while kids spend time in the kids' center with babysitters. 

And leave plenty of free time. Give family members the "out" to do their own thing, to enjoy their own activities and get a breather from the family fun. Some may wish to simply kick back in the cabin, others to take spa treatments, and children to enjoy the onboard kids' activities.

Send out regular updates on the cruise project. Provide packing tips, a map to the airport, information on security requirements, and update family members on the latest decisions about group activities. If you've agreed to a beach party in Aruba or a kid-friendly eco-tour in Belize, explain what's planned. Keep pitching this type of perk to entice more hold-outs. 

Inevitably someone will want to change the date. Perhaps their child has a last-minute recital, a boss wants to plan a corporate retreat, or they need some medical attention. Be nice, but hold your ground. At this point, it's too late. 

If you change the date, you could lose your cabin bookings, pay a penalty to rebook, not find the type of space needed, or lose other folks who signed on at the outset. Just say, "We're sorry and we'll miss you, but it would be too inconvenient for others to change at this late date."

Step 10: Go Cruising
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Once you get to the cruise ship, you're home free, right? Not always. If a glitch develops onboard, don't panic. The maitre d' can help sort out dining problems. The purser's office can help in handling hospitality issues. If your cabin's air conditioning isn't working, the purser will arrange for maintenance to visit. If you need more pillows, they'll call housekeeping. If someone is ill, there is usually a medical facility onboard. 

Some cruise lines appoint a "group representative" for you if any problems develop while onboard. If you have a travel agent, take your agent's emergency contact number. Call them if a major problem develops. Even on a weekend or at night, agents are amazingly adept at getting action from a cruise line for major issues. 

Hopefully the entire family will love the cruise. If so, poll family members mid-way through the cruise and ask if they want to start planning another. If so, ask where they want to go. Talk to the onboard cruise consultant and provide a few suggestions.

If the group can agree onboard about the next reunion trip, you'll get an additional price discount, often five percent or so (beyond any early booking discount) if you confirm the trip onboard with the cruise line's onboard sales consultant. The line will gladly transfer the handling of the booking to your agent at home.

So, when someone in your family says, "how about a family reunion?" you might suggest an inclusive cruise. Start early, and remember - a cruise is a great way for family bonding time but also flexible enough so you can savor private time with your spouse or kids. 

