
 

     Grace’s Cruises – Insider Travel Tip  
 
Shore Excursions: Cruise Line vs Private Tours     

One of the highlights of any cruise is exploring new destinations along the way. Shore excursions 
allow you to experience local culture, historic landmarks, and unique activities — from cooking 
classes in Italy to glacier tours in Alaska. 
 
When planning your time ashore, you typically have two main options: booking excursions through 
the cruise line or booking private tours through reputable operators. Understanding the difference can 
help you choose the option that best fits your travel style.  
  
 

              Cruise Line Shore Excursions  
Booking excursions through the cruise line is often the simplest and most worry-free option.   
 
Advantages: 

• Guaranteed return to the ship — if your tour runs late, the ship will wait for you. 

• Easy booking directly through the cruise line website or onboard app. 

• Excursions are vetted and organized specifically around the ship’s schedule. 

• Great option for first-time cruisers or ports with limited transportation. 
 
Things to consider: 

• Cruise line tours can sometimes be more expensive. 

• Group sizes may be larger than private tours. 

• Popular tours can sell out quickly.  
  
  

   Private Shore Excursions   
Private tours are excursions operated by independent local companies rather than the cruise line.   
These tours can offer more flexibility and sometimes lower pricing while still delivering excellent 
experiences.  In fact, many of the same tours offered by cruise lines can sometimes be found through 
independent providers at competitive prices. 
 
Many travelers — including myself — have had great experiences booking with companies such as 
Viator, which offers thousands of tours worldwide. 
 
Advantages:  

• Often smaller group sizes 

• Sometimes lower pricing than cruise line excursions 

• More unique or specialized experiences 

• Additional availability if cruise line tours sell out 
   
 
 
 
 



 
 

    Important Considerations 
When booking a private excursion, timing is extremely important.    
 
Always make sure that: 

• The tour operator understands your ship’s arrival and departure times 

• The tour allows plenty of time to return to the ship 

• Transportation back to the port is included or easily arranged  
 
Unlike cruise line tours, the ship will not wait if a private excursion returns late.  For this reason, I 
typically recommend private tours only with reputable companies and in ports where travel times are 
predictable. 
 
   

  Final Thoughts From Grace 

Shore excursions are often the highlight of a cruise, so a little planning goes a long way. If there’s a 
tour or experience you really want, it’s best to book early — the most popular options through both 
cruise lines and private operators often sell out before sailing. 
 
If a cruise line excursion is already full, don’t give up. Trusted operators such as Viator may offer the 
same or a similar tour. 
 
Whether you choose the convenience of a cruise line excursion or the flexibility of a private tour, the 
goal is the same — making the most of your time exploring each destination. 
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