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Case Study

The Shell Health Resilience Programme was developed to promote thriving of
workers on and off shore. It is a voluntary resilience intervention comprising 12
modules based on positive psychology, cognitive behavioural therapy,
neuro-linguistic programming, and research on leadership. The programme is
delivered to individual teams by lay facilitators who are usually team members. The
12 modules are driven by team interaction, with the facilitator setting the scene and
coordinating activities and discussion. The programme can be completed as slowly
or as quickly as desired by the team. Prior to trialling at sea, the programme had
already been adopted in multiple locations onshore.

Adoption at sea posed some challenges due to circumstances specific to life on a
ship. The ships were in remote locations most of the time, limiting the availability
of seafarers for training as facilitators. This also meant that more facilitators needed
to be trained as each ship required their own facilitator. The working pattern
required seafarers to stay on board for several months, followed by a similar length
of shore leave, meaning that a sufficient number of facilitators needed to be
available on each ship to ensure continuity of the programme. The staggered
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changeover of crew on each ship resulted in team members participating in a
dissimilar combination of modules. In addition, some crew members also changed
ship after completing one trip. Furthermore, online information and additional
material was available to support facilitators in shore-based locations, but was not
routinely accessible at sea.

To overcome some of these obstacles, the programme was adapted and trialled in
a pilot with 21 ships. Materials for the modules and supporting information were
compiled and tailored to the needs of the seafarers and prepared for offline use.
Each ship in the pilot study was equipped with all materials required. A small
number of facilitators were trained during a one-hour session at an annual onshore
officers’ conference. Officers rather than non-officer ranks were selected as they
usually deliver routine training on the ships and were thus thought to be more
comfortable with the role of a facilitator. Officers were asked to train up a facilitator
on board their ship before completing their trip and disembarking. Joint preparation
and facilitation of modules by more than one facilitator was encouraged.

A number of innovative examples of module facilitation were shared by the
seafarers:

• Several seafarers created presentations for facilitating the programme, shared
their personal experiences and reframed the module content in their own words,
translating the programme into their cultural and occupational context.

• On one ship, everyone participated in the module preparation and faciliation.
This ship chose to complete all of the modules on a single training day, rather
than spreading out the delivery over several months.

These examples bear testimony to the seafarers’ engagement with, and taking
ownership of, the resilience programme. Feedback from the seafarers was positive:
“This module brought some lively discussions in the groups” and “Wonderful
experience conducting resilience workshop on board. It was indeed amazing to see

Fig. 1 Completion of the Shell resilience modules across 21 pilot ships
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all participate with such enthusiasm and zest. Good to see all appreciating one
another. Great fun”.

Despite an initially slow uptake, adoption of modules gradually increased over a
9-month period, with a plateau reached after 7 months. At this time, 71 % of the
ships had embarked on the programme, with one-third completing more than half of
the modules (see Fig. 1). Ships were encouraged to continue with the resilience
programme through monthly communications between the onshore office and the
ships.

Positive Psychology and Well-Being at Sea

Seafaring has long combined paradoxes, such as social exclusion and continuous
social proximity, confinement in open spaces, and multiculturalism, within the
single organizational culture of a ship. Consistencies—such as social isolation and
confinement with shipmates—are evident in onboard working and living conditions
from the earliest seafarers to their contemporaries; nonetheless, substantial social
changes are apparent in recent times, including the large-scale introduction of
multinational crews, a revolution in information and communication technologies,
and faster ship turnaround in ports (Alderton et al. 2004). Moreover, the tasks of
ships’ officers and crew are increasing, including operating ships’ machinery and
equipment and ensuring effective functioning of ships’ machines and devices
(Borodina 2013).

In light of research indicating that mariners are a professional group amongst
those at the highest risk for stress (Lipowski et al. 2014) and associated mental
health conditions (Jezewska et al. 2006), researchers are calling for the psycho-
logical health of seafarers to be adequately investigated, measured, and addressed
(Carotenuto et al. 2013). As suggested by Oldenburg and colleagues, there is a
substantial need for research to assess the complex life and work situation of
seafarers while on board (Oldenburg et al. 2013). In particular, more research on
psychosocial aspects of mariners’ health is required (MacLachlan et al. 2012). For
decades, a collective focus of the fields of psychology, neuroscience and mental
health on the long- and short-term consequences of stress is evident, and, more
recently, on extreme stress (Southwick et al. 2014). As highlighted by Schager, the
shipping industry could gain many benefits by availing of modern scientific psy-
chology (Schager 1997).

This chapter explores positive psychology as an approach to enhancing
well-being at sea. To date, the application of positive psychology concepts, inter-
ventions and training to the maritime context has been explored only to a limited
degree. This chapter commences with a discussion of the seafaring context. The
ship as an isolated and confined environment, a safety-critical organization, and as a
fusion of maritime-specific stressors is considered. Next, the field of positive
psychology—its conception and previous applications—is discussed. Along these
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lines, the field of positive organizational psychology and the newly emerging field
of positive organizational behaviour are explored, with a particular focus on psy-
chological capital, including resilience, as a core construct of positive organiza-
tional behaviour. Ensuing these sections is a discussion of the contexts in which
positive psychology has previously been applied to promote well-being at sea. To
conclude, rationale for future research and key research questions are presented.

Seafaring Environment

Improvements in the life of seafarers are evident, with modern ships frequently
being clean and comfortable (Hult 2012a), although it is recognized that accom-
modation standards vary substantially between ships (Alderton et al. 2004). The
living conditions of seafarers have some notable advantages, including long periods
of time off, variety, a sense of belonging on board, and a feeling of having acquired
good skills (Hult 2012a). As proposed by Leszczynska et al., although there is
substantial diversity in standards across national fleets, systematic improvements in
the maritime work environment have been occurring for some years, including
increased comfort; reduction of exposure to harmful physical, chemical and bio-
logical hazards; moderation of noise and vibration; installation of air-conditioning;
and increases in living space in the form of single cabins (Leszczynska et al. 2007).

Nonetheless, seafaring continues to be associated with a multitude of mental,
psychosocial, and physical stressors, which include authoritative leadership, heavy
mental and physical workload, long work hours, lack of exercise and often
unhealthy diets (Comperatore et al. 2005), separation from family, loneliness on
board, fatigue, sleep deprivation, multi-nationalities, restricted recreation opportu-
nities (Carotenuto et al. 2012), and environmental stressors including ship motion,
noise and vibration, perceived as stressful particularly during sleeping times
(Oldenburg et al. 2010). In a study conducted by Oldenburg et al. comprising a
sample of 134 male seafarers, interviewees reported the most significant stressors
on board as separation from their family, time pressure, long working days, heat in
workplaces, and insufficient qualifications of subordinate crew (Oldenburg et al.
2009). Indeed, many stressors experienced by mariners may be chronic in nature
(Lipowski et al. 2014).

As emphasized by Jezewska and colleagues, people working at sea experience
stress related to their specific work conditions, significant job responsibilities and
psychosocial factors, which produce health and psychological problems (Jezewska
et al. 2006). In a study conducted with seafarers of the Danish merchant fleet, Haka
and colleagues found that the majority of job demands and job resources perceived
by the seafarers were psychosocial rather than organizational factors, such as
interpersonal relationships with crew (Haka et al. 2011). The incidence of seafarer
deaths through suicide suggests that the mental health of seafarers continues to be
very poor, and there is a call to action to address this by those involved in the
maritime shipping industry (Iversen 2012). While mortality studies have provided
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valid comparisons between the health of seafarers and that of the remainder of the
population, a limitation of these studies is their omission of mental health condi-
tions; indeed, the most common form of ill-health at sea on non-passenger vessels is
mental health problems (Carter 2011a).

Increasing awareness of mental health problems at sea is apparent, associated
with a variety of practical initiatives related to this area; for instance on ships and in
docks, leaflets are increasingly made available for the purposes of providing access
to mental health information and to address the strong stigma associated with
mental health problems that is evident across cultures (MacLachlan et al. 2013).
A significant stride forward is the Maritime Labour Convention 2006, widely
known as the “Seafarers’ Bill of Rights,” which provides international seafaring
standards, including health on board (International Labour Organization
(ILO) 2013). According to the Maritime Labour Convention, consideration should
be afforded to investigate “special physiological or psychological problems created
by the shipboard environment” [Guideline B4.3.6(c)] and “problems arising from
physical stress on board a ship” [Guideline B4.3.6(d)] (ILO 2006). Yet many
seafarers may be reluctant to seek medical and psychological assistance as the
physical demands and health requirements of seafaring are strict and the job market
is seemingly competitive (Oldenburg et al. 2010).

As proposed by Carotenuto and colleagues, in light of the heightened risk of
depression and suicide, the psychological ill-health of seafarers should be accu-
rately investigated, measured, followed up and countered as far as possible
(Carotenuto et al. 2013). Jezewska and colleagues have called for the training in
psychological skills for seafarers as a preventative measure for stress, with the aim
of developing interpersonal competence, particularly for the capacity of solving
interpersonal conflicts on board, as well as providing and receiving support
(Jezewska et al. 2006). In a survey of 78 Royal Australian Navy submariners,
psychological distress at sea was found to be moderated by personal resources,
including problem-solving skills, social support, involvement in recreational
activities, and self-care behaviour (McDougall and Drummond 2010).

When designing interventions to mitigate stress and support seafarers’ psycho-
logical well-being, it is important to recognize occupational, cultural and demo-
graphic factors that may influence how stress may be differentially experienced,
expressed, and alleviated on board. For example, in a cross-sectional study of 685
engine room officers in the Swedish merchant fleet, Rydstedt and Lundh found that
older engine officers reported significantly higher degrees of perceived stress
compared to younger colleagues (Rydstedt and Lundh 2012). In relation to ranks of
seafarers, Carotenuto and colleagues found that beyond stressors that represent the
most prevalent sources of stress of seafarers, such as loneliness, leisure scarcity and
fatigue, a number of specific features differentiate seafarers based on rank and job
category. For instance, sleep disturbances are reported by pilots and engineers with
higher incidence than by masters/mates and deck crew, although deck crew report
the lowest job satisfaction levels (Carotenuto et al. 2012). Oldenburg et al. reported
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that officers stayed on board for considerably shorter periods than non-officers (4.8
vs. 8.3 months per year) but had significantly more often a substantially higher
number of working hours, and Europeans had shorter stays on board in comparison
to non-Europeans (4.9 vs. 9.9 months/year) (Oldenburg et al. 2009). As the mar-
itime industry is a global business in which vessels are often manned from several
different cultures (ILO 2015; Johnsen et al. 2012), strategies aimed at improving
psychological well-being of seafarers require recognition of cultural diversity. For
example, Nielsen and colleagues, with a sample of 541 seafarers from two
Norwegian shipping companies, found that European and Filipino respondents
differed regarding their experience of both the work environment and well-being.
The researchers found that Filipino crew members experienced the work environ-
ment as more negative, with greater levels of harassment, laissez-faire leadership,
and poor safety, although Filipinos also experienced stronger team cohesion and
perceived their captains as more authentic (Nielsen et al. 2013).

The Ship as an Isolated, Confined Environment

A ship is an isolated, confined environment—comprising the people, settings, tasks,
amenities, and routines to which seafarers may be exposed for weeks and some-
times months at a time. From this perspective, a ship is a “hole” in the water
containing the complex work dynamics of a group working on a common task; it is
also a “whole” in the water, encapsulating the crew’s world occupationally,
socially, and personally (MacLachlan et al. 2013). Seafarers are amongst the most
isolated demographic occupational groups globally (Oldenburg et al. 2010).
Dissimilar to many other occupations, seafarers are periodically at the workplace
both during working and non-working hours, 24 hour per day (Hult 2012a).

Opportunities for communication of seafarers with family and friends on shore
are frequently highly restricted. In a study conducted by Kahveci, findings indicated
that a very small proportion of seafarers had access to the Internet while on board;
onboard email access varied substantially with regard to hierarchical structure,
quantity, privacy, cost, and freedom of access; restricted access to email facilities on
board increased dependence of seafarers on satellite telephone communication, and
the most significant barriers to communication on board included access to com-
munication facilities and cost of communication (Kahveci 2011). In a qualitative
study of 10 Greek-owned shipping companies, Progoulaki et al. reported that
communication was highlighted amongst the most important services, although
those services provided were either too limited or expensive for crew. More
specifically, while telephone was reported as a highly expensive means of com-
munication, it was also considered as the primary means of communication that
connected crew with family and friends on shore. Moreover, although Internet
access was present, its use was primarily for business, although seafarers could send
a restricted number of emails to family (Progoulaki et al. 2013).
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The Ship as a Safety-Critical Organization

The ship may also be conceptualized as a safety-critical organization. Seafaring is a
practical and challenging profession that requires fast and correct analyses of sit-
uations, as well as rapid, decisive action (Gekara et al. 2011). Safety-critical
organizations are complex adaptive systems (Reiman et al. 2015), which operate in
high hazard industries, such as aviation, oil and chemical industry organizations
(Oedewald and Reiman 2007) and seafaring (Smedley et al. 2013; Wang 2008).
Workers in safety-critical organizations such as the offshore oil and gas industry
operate in perilous environments, with numerous technological, environmental, and
human challenges, which present a significant potential for injuries, accidents,
stress, and various adverse health outcomes (Hystad et al. 2014). Almost all jobs at
sea are safety critical and therefore declines in performance as a result of any cause,
including psychosocial ones, may put seafarers and their vessel at significant risk
(Carter 2005). Research and interventions addressing psychosocial factors of sea-
faring may therefore be astute and important on the basis of seafarers’ health, but
also, crucially, on performance and safety grounds.

Positive Psychology

Positive psychology is “a science of positive subjective experience, positive indi-
vidual traits, and positive institutions (which) promises to improve quality of life”
and prevent pathologies (Seligman and Csikszentmihalyi 2000, p. 5). As proposed
by Gable and Haidt (2005), when defined in these terms, positive psychology has a
long history, dating back to James’s (1902) writings on what he labelled “healthy
mindedness” (James 1902), to Allport’s literature on positive human characteristics
(Allport 1955), to the advocacy of Maslow for the study of healthy people in 1968
(Maslow 1968). As offered by Maslow (1954):

The science of psychology has been far more successful on the negative than on the
positive side. It has revealed to us much about man’s shortcomings, his illnesses, his sins,
but little about his potentialities, his virtues, his achievable aspirations, or his full psy-
chological height. It is as if psychology has voluntarily restricted itself to only half its
rightful jurisdiction, and that, the darker, meaner half (p. 354).

Indeed, contemporary focus on well-being, and its component attributes such as
happiness, subjective appreciation of the values and quality of life, satisfaction and
fulfilment, is far from new ground; contemplation of these subjects is traced back as
far as ancient Socratic philosophy, and the vast majority of, if not all, religious and
spiritual movements express concern and potential insight into the pursuit of
happier and more meaningful lives (Gibbs and Burnett 2011). Aristotle believed
that happiness (which he named “eudaimonia”) was realized through knowing your
true self and acting in line with your virtues, while Epicurus and the hedonists
believed in achieving happiness through maximizing pleasure and minimizing pain

Positive Psychology and Well-Being at Sea 25



(Harvard Medical School 2011). From this perspective, positive psychology is
thousands of years old, dating back to ancient philosophers and religious leaders
who discussed happiness, character values, and the good society (Diener 2009). In
such light, positive psychology has a very long past, but (as formally named of
1998) a very short history (Peterson 2006). As proposed by Tugade et al. (2004):

For centuries, folk wisdom has promoted the idea that positive emotions are good for your
health: “A good laugh makes you healthy” (Swedish proverb); “The joyfulness of man
prolongeth his days” (Bible, Ecclesiasticus. 30:22); “Mirth and merriment … bars a
thousand harms and lengthens life” (Shakespeare). Oftentimes in science, empirical evi-
dence emerges to refute anecdotal wisdom. In the case of positive emotions and health,
however, accumulating evidence is providing empirical support for such folk theories
(p. 1).

Positive psychology, a novel and influential school of thought, spearheaded by
Martin Seligman, President of the American Psychological Association 1998,
focuses on promoting the study of well-being, and is disputably considered as
foremost and archetypal of positive, well-being-oriented organizational and aca-
demic movements (Gibbs and Burnett 2011). This new branch of psychology is
primarily concerned with the scientific study of human strengths and happiness, and
factors that promote well-being (Carr 2011). Positive psychology is an umbrella
term for motivating and organizing research, application, and scholarship on vir-
tues, strengths, excellence, thriving, flourishing, resilience, flow and optimal
functioning more generally (Donaldson and Ko 2010).

Contrary to psychology’s focus of the past half century on relieving mental
disorders, positive psychology seeks to understand positive emotion, build strength
and virtue, and support individuals in living what Aristotle termed the “good life”
(Seligman 2013). As indicated by Peterson and Park, positive psychologists do not
declare to have invented the “good life” or to have propelled it into scientific study;
rather, the contribution of positive psychology has been to provide an umbrella term
for secluded branches of theory and research, and to assert that the “good life”
deserves its own field of inquiry within psychology, at least until all of psychology
comprises the study of what is “good” alongside what is “bad” (Peterson and Park
2003). From this perspective, a number of aphorisms underpin positive psychology:
first, what is experienced as “good” in life is as genuine as what is experienced as
“bad”—not secondary, illusory, or epiphenomenal; second, what is “good” in life is
not simply the absence of what is “problematic”; and third, the “good life”
necessitates its own explanation, and not simply an oblique or inverted theory of
pathology (Peterson 2009). Accordingly, the aim of positive psychology is not to
supersede research investigating psychological dysfunction or distress; rather, the
aim is to cultivate and integrate knowledge of human resilience, strength, and
opportunities to supplement and build on the existing knowledge base (Gable and
Haidt 2005; Seligman et al. 2005).

Importantly, as emphasized by MacLachlan and Hand, positive psychology does
not seek to eliminate painful emotions, which are frequently an entirely appropriate
response to the reality of people’s lives, and an integral part of the human expe-
rience. So, for example, while the loss of a loved one or personal injury may be
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justifiably experienced as difficult or painful, at the same time navigating these
painful emotions can contribute to increased happiness and possibly reevaluation of
one’s life (MacLachlan and Hand 2013). As proposed by Seligman, contrary to the
idea of positive psychology as a “creature of good times,” the strengths that positive
psychology seeks to cultivate may serve individuals throughout good times as well
as more difficult times, for which the latter may be “uniquely suited to the display of
many strengths” (Seligman 2013, p. 12).

In his influential book ‘Authentic happiness’, Seligman proposes that happiness
can be analyzed in relation to three distinct components: first, positive emotion—
what we feel, such as pleasure, comfort, rapture, and ecstasy, which contribute to
the “pleasant life”; second, engagement—signifying flow, such as being one with
music, the experience of time stopping, and the loss of self-consciousness
throughout an absorbing activity, experiences which contribute to the “engaged
life”; and third, meaning—belonging to and serving something that you believe is
bigger than you are, underpinning the “meaningful life” (Seligman 2013).
Seligman’s views have since shifted, however, from framing positive psychology as
a branch of psychological science concerned with happiness and increasing life
satisfaction through positive emotion, engagement, and meaning, to a focus on
“well-being”. According to Seligman, the benchmark for measuring well-being is
“flourishing” and the goal of positive psychology is to increase flourishing. As
proposed by this new well-being theory, flourishing rests on five pillars: positive
emotion, engagement, meaning, accomplishment (or achievement), and relation-
ships (Seligman 2011a).

Relationships, our key to the “connected life,” are therefore a cornerstone of
flourishing as proposed by Seligman’s theory of well-being. As outlined by
Seligman, when asked what, in two words or fewer, positive psychology is all
about, its cofounder Christopher Peterson responded, “other people” (Seligman
2011b). As declared by Seligman, relationships with other people may be the most
effective antidote to the “downs” of life and the single most dependable “up”
(Seligman 2011b). As proposed by Haidt, “Happiness comes from between”—
some conditions necessary for happiness are within the person, such as coherence
among the parts of their personality, while other conditions necessitate relationships
to elements beyond the person, so there is a need for love, work, and connection to
something larger; if a person gets these relationships right, a sense of purpose and
meaning emerges (Haidt 2006). As emphasized by Carr, scientific research indi-
cates three reliable ways to promote happiness: (1) cultivate relationships that
comprise deep attachment and commitment; (2) partake in absorbing work and
leisure activities in which you avail of your strengths, talents and interests; and
(3) cultivate an optimistic, future-oriented perspective on life in which you expect
the best to happen (Carr 2011).

In many ways, the core work of positive psychology is focused on the efficacy of
psychological interventions to increase individual happiness (Seligman et al. 2005).
Positive psychology interventions may be elucidated as intentional activities based on
(a) cultivation of positive subjective experiences; (b) building of positive individual
traits; or (c) building of civic virtue and positive institutions (Meyers et al. 2013).
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Examples comprise keeping a gratitude diary, counting acts of kindness towards
others, and focusing on the good aspects of life (Thompson et al. 2014).
Approximately 40 interventions purporting to increase long-term happiness have
been collected and condensed into replicable andmanualizable form by Seligman and
colleagues, including “you at your best,” whereby participants are asked to write
about a time when they were at their best, to reflect on the personal strengths dis-
played in the story, and to review and reflect on the story once every day for 1 week;
and “using signature strengths in a new way,” whereby individuals are asked to avail
of the inventory of character strengths online and to use one of their identified top
strengths in a new way every day for 1 week (Seligman et al. 2005).

The application of positive psychology interventions has been explored across
many diverse settings, including education (Shoshani and Steinmetz 2014; Waters
2011), such as the PENN Resiliency Program, a group intervention for school
children (Penn Positive Psychology Center 2007); organizations (Bono et al. 2013;
Meyers et al. 2013), including safety-critical organizations, such as the offshore oil
industry (Hystad et al. 2014) and U.S. Army (Azar 2011); and clinical, including
group interventions for breast cancer patients (Cerezo et al. 2014), interventions to
reduce stress in people newly diagnosed with HIV (Tedlie Moskowitz et al. 2014),
interventions to promote positive states and strengths of character for patients with
or at risk of cardiac disease (Dubois et al. 2012), and psychotherapy (Schrank et al.
2014; Seligman et al. 2006).

A growing literature on such positive psychology interventions indicates that the
“good life”—positive emotion, engagement, relationships, meaning, and accom-
plishment—can be strengthened (Seligman 2010). For example, in a
meta-analytical study of the effectiveness of positive psychology interventions,
Bolier and colleagues reported that positive psychology interventions significantly
enhanced subjective and psychological well-being and reduced depressive symp-
toms (Bolier et al. 2013). In a six-group, randomized placebo-controlled Internet
study, Seligman et al. found that two interventions—writing about three good
things that happened each day and why they happened, and using signature
strengths of character in a new way—made people happier (and less depressed) up
to 6 months later (Seligman et al. 2005). As emphasized by Fredrickson, diverse
interventions—including finding positive meaning, relaxation training, and invok-
ing empathy or amusement—share the capacity to evoke positive emotions while
lessening negative emotions (Fredrickson 2000). Importantly, evidence is accu-
mulating that positive emotions are associated with beneficial psychological and
physical health effects; positive emotions can be an important factor that safeguards
individuals against maladaptive health outcomes (Tugade et al. 2004).

Contrary to studies such as those outlined above, there is research indicating that
under certain circumstances overvaluing happiness may be less conducive to
well-being. For example, Mauss et al. (2011) conducted two studies to explore
paradoxical effects of valuing happiness. In their first study, female participants
who valued happiness more reported lower happiness under conditions of low, but
not high, life stress. In their second study, female participants who were induced
experimentally to value happiness reacted less positively to a happy, but not a sad,

28 J. McVeigh et al.



emotion induction, when compared to a control group. Participants’ disappointment
by their own feelings mediated the effect. The researchers propose that valuing
happiness may lead people to feel less happy in positive contexts when expectations
for happiness are high (Mauss et al. 2011). As proposed by Ford and Mauss, first, as
individuals pursue happiness, they typically set high standards for their happiness,
which may create discontent and decrease happiness when their current state falls
below such standards; second, individuals are not constantly accurate regarding
what will assist them to achieve happiness, and may consequently engage in
activities that are ineffective for increasing their happiness; and third, as individuals
pursue happiness, they typically monitor their accomplishment of this goal, and
such monitoring may reduce their ability to achieve happiness (Ford and Mauss
2014). Accordingly, activities to promote well-being may be more effective when
aimed to direct participants’ efforts on the specific activity, such as practicing acts
of kindness, rather than on the sole value of increasing happiness (Nelson and
Lyubomirsky 2012). Indeed, current perspectives of positive psychology assume a
focus less on “positive” targets at shallow level, and more on what factors may lead
to healthy well-being; in some cases, positive emotion and psychological strengths
lead to suboptimal living, while emotions such as anxiety and confrontational
behaviours may result in the best possible outcomes (Ciarrochi et al. 2013).

For whom, in what circumstances, and through which mechanisms positive
psychology interventions work are largely person, activity, and context dependent.
Importantly, positive psychology interventions therefore are required to consider
individual differences (Azar 2011). Because individuals have diverse strengths,
interests, values, and inclinations that allow them to benefit more from some
strategies than others, no one particular activity will help all individuals to become
happier (Lyubomirsky et al. 2005). In a study conducted by Brunstein et al. (1998),
the researchers found that progress towards motive-congruent goals, in contrast to
progress towards motive-incongruent goals, accounted for a sample of students’
daily experiences of emotional well-being. Similarly, Fordyce (1977), in relation to
a self-study programme designed to increase personal happiness and life satisfac-
tion, reported that the particular components of the programme considered most
happiness producing greatly varied between subjects, seemingly determined by
individuals’ needs and areas of particular weaknesses. In a study conducted by
Wood and colleagues, among participants with low self-esteem, those who repeated
a positive self-statement (“I’m a lovable person”) felt worse than those with low
self-esteem who did not repeat the statement; among participants with high
self-esteem, those who repeated the statement felt better than those who did not, but
only to a limited degree (Wood et al. 2009).

Similarly, Thompson and colleagues investigated how gender may affect
self-reported person-activity fit across three positive psychology interventions:
gratitude journal; acts of kindness; and savouring life’s joys. The results indicated
that gender influenced person-activity fit regarding the above interventions, with
females in all cases reporting a higher fit than males (Thompson et al. 2014).
Lyubomirsky and Layous have proposed the person-activity fit model, which
presents: (a) an overview of the activity features and person features that render a
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positive activity optimally effective; and (b) the mechanisms that underlie the
positive activity’s successful improvement of well-being. The researchers propose
that the degree to which an activity feature affects a positive activity’s success is
determined by the fit between the person, such as personality or culture, and that
activity feature, such as dosage or social support (Lyubomirsky and Layous 2013).

Positive Organizational Psychology

Positive organizational psychology can be interpreted as the scientific study of
positive subjective experiences and traits in the workplace and positive institutions
(Donaldson and Ko 2010). Positive organizational psychology may be considered
as an overarching term comprising the newly emerging fields of positive organi-
zational scholarship (POS) and positive organizational behaviour (POB)
(Donaldson and Ko 2010). POS focuses on the study of positive outcomes, pro-
cesses, and attributes of organizations and their members (Cameron et al. 2003).
Along similar lines, POB is concerned with the study of individual positive psy-
chological conditions and human resource strengths that are related to employee
well-being or performance improvement (Bakker and Schaufeli 2008), and such
positive psychological conditions and human resource strengths that are “state-like”
(Luthans et al. 2008), signifying that they are not fixed and are more easily changed
than “trait-like” constructs.

While both POS and POB share the common origins of positive psychology, and
are underpinned by the scientific process in the development of knowledge, POB
differs from POS in a number of respects: POB primarily focuses on individual
psychological qualities and their impact on performance improvement; its studies
have been conducted chiefly at the micro and meso levels of analysis using survey
research; and POB has tended to develop in an inductive way (i.e. from individual
to group to organizational levels of analysis) (Donaldson and Ko 2010). Due to its
principal focus on individual psychological qualities that are state-like and therefore
more amenable to change, which aligns with the topic of this chapter, POB is
discussed below in more detail.

Positive organizational behaviour. The recently developing field of POB fol-
lows the lead of positive psychology (Bakker and Schaufeli 2008; Youssef and
Luthans 2007). POB is defined as “the study and application of positively oriented
human resource strengths and psychological capacities that can be measured,
developed, and effectively managed for performance improvement in today’s
workplace” (Luthans and Church 2002, p. 59). As suggested by this definition, the
specific criteria to determine positive capacities include being based on theory and
research with valid measurement, and also that such capacities are state-like, sig-
nifying, as outlined above, that the capacity must be malleable and open to change
(Luthans et al. 2008).

An example of a recent POB study is one conducted by Youssef and Luthans,
who tested the impact that positive psychological resource capacities of hope,
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optimism, and resilience had on work-related employee outcomes, including per-
formance, job satisfaction, work happiness, and organizational commitment. Their
findings generally supported their hypotheses that employees’ positive psycho-
logical resource capacities related to, and contributed equal variance to, the out-
comes (Youssef and Luthans 2007). Numerous other studies have shown that
positive organizational phenomena can make a distinct contribution to explaining
variance in organizational outcomes (Bakker and Schaufeli 2008). For example,
Losada’s observational study among 60 business teams tested the effect of positive
versus negative speech on performance. Specifically, performance was evaluated
using three indicators: profitability, customer satisfaction, and assessments of the
team by their superiors, peers and subordinates. A speech act was coded as positive
if the participant showed support, encouragement, or appreciation, and was coded
as negative if the participant speaking showed sarcasm, disapproval or cynicism.
Findings indicated that high-performance teams showed more positive speech,
providing empirical support for positive speech among team members as distin-
guishing high-performance teams from less successfully performing teams (Losada
1999).

Psychological capital. Psychological capital is a core construct of POB
(Luthans et al. 2006). Luthans et al. (2007a, b) define psychological capital as:

an individual’s positive psychological state of development and is characterized by:
(1) having confidence (self-efficacy) to take on and put in the necessary effort to succeed at
challenging tasks; (2) making a positive attribution (optimism) about succeeding now and
in the future; (3) persevering towards goals and, when necessary, redirecting paths to goals
(hope) in order to succeed; and (4) when beset by problems and adversity, sustaining and
bouncing back and even beyond (resiliency) to attain success (p. 3).

The term “psychological capital” in this sense signifies individual motivational
propensities that accumulate through positive psychological constructs, including
efficacy, optimism, hope and resilience (Luthans et al. 2007a, b). Psychological
capital constructs are posited as being “state-like,” although not momentary states
(Luthans et al. 2007a, b).

Psychological capital may be an important factor concerning seafarers’ safety
climate. From a sample of seafarers working on oil platform supply ships, empirical
support is provided by Hystad et al. for psychological capital as an important factor
of safety climate (Hystad et al. 2014). Along similar lines, in two studies investi-
gating the potential relationship between psychological capital and perceptions of
safety climate among maritime workers from three Norwegian shipping companies,
Bergheim et al. reported that psychological capital, including resiliency, was pos-
itively associated with perceptions of safety climate (Bergheim et al. 2015).

Resilience. Resilience may be defined as the ability to “bounce back” from
adversity (Luthans et al. 2006). Resilience has been conceptualized as the capacity
to maintain healthy functioning despite increased stressors, and to recover to full
functioning following a demanding period (Stanley et al. 2011). The American
Psychological Association (APA) outlines ten ways to build resilience: (1) Make
connections; (2) Avoid seeing crises as insurmountable problems; (3) Accept that
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change is a part of living; (4) Move towards your goals; (5) Take decisive actions;
(6) Look for opportunities for self-discovery; (7) Nurture a positive view of
yourself; (8) Keep things in perspective; (9) Maintain a hopeful outlook; and
(10) Take care of yourself (American Psychological Association 2015).

Research shows that resilience has a positive relationship with recovery from
daily stressors. Ong et al. found that psychological resilience accounted for
meaningful differences in emotional responses to daily stressors. Their findings
indicated that, over time, the experience of positive emotions may function to assist
high-resilient individuals in their capacity to recover effectively from daily stress
(Ong et al. 2006). This link between positive emotions and resilience is supported
by empirical research (Cohn et al. 2009). The Broaden-and-Build theory
(Fredrickson 2001) postulates that experiences of positive emotions serve to build
enduring personal resources—including physical, intellectual, social and psycho-
logical resources—and are a resource that can be used when individuals undergo
stressful experiences. As proposed by Fredrickson, positive emotions, when
effectively employed, can optimize psychological resilience, health, and subjective
well-being (Fredrickson 2000). Positive emotions boost resilience, which in turn
stimulates more positive feelings; in other words, positive emotions and resilience
mutually reinforce each other (Smith and Hollinger-Smith 2015).

One possible path to resilience is personality hardiness, a characteristic sense
that life is meaningful, that we choose our futures, and that change is interesting and
valuable (Bartone 2006). Hardy attitudes and strategies may facilitate resilience
under stress. Hardy attitudes are: (1) commitment, signifying the belief that no
matter how difficult life gets, it is important to stay involved with whatever is
happening rather than detaching and becoming alienated; (2) control, indicating the
belief that no matter how difficult life becomes, there is a need to continue trying to
turn the stresses from potential disasters into growth opportunities, rather than
sinking into powerlessness and passivity; and (3) challenge, the view that stressful
changes are opportunities to grow in wisdom and capability (Maddi 2013).
Alongside commitment, control and challenge, the hardy-resilient style individual
shows a strong future orientation—an inclination to look optimistically towards the
future while learning from the past (Bartone et al. 2012).

According to Bartone, while the underlying mechanisms of how hardiness may
increase resilience regarding stress are not yet fully understood, a significant aspect
of the hardiness-resilience mechanism may involve the meaning that individuals
attach to events. From this perspective, individuals high in hardiness characteris-
tically interpret experiences as largely interesting and worthwhile; over which they
can exert control; as challenging; and as presenting opportunities to learn and grow
(Bartone 2010). It is through this “shaping” of stressful experiences that leaders
may foster hardy-resilient response patterns in a group setting, whereby a leader
high in hardiness communicates a positive construction of shared stressful expe-
riences, which may influence the entire group in the direction of a more positive
interpretation of the experience (Bartone 2010, 2012).

Resilience from this standpoint may be fostered. As alluded to above, resilience
is posited as not being trait-like in that individuals either have it or do not; rather, it
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comprises behaviours, thoughts and actions that can be learned and developed
(APA 2015). Accordingly, training programmes that aim to develop or enhance
resilience may be effective in improving health, well-being and quality of life
(Leppin et al. 2014). As proposed by Hystad and Bye, a central aspect of hardiness
training may be to assist people to change their mental models so that they may
develop a broader perspective of life’s circumstances and find alternative ways of
understanding themselves and their experiences (Hystad and Bye 2013).
Accordingly, resilience training may be conceptualized as providing techniques and
a setting to reflect on one’s way of thinking and to allow people to initiate changes
to their thinking. According to a report of an International Maritime Health
Association workshop (Carter 2005), research needs to focus on the resilience and
coping strategies of seafarers, with interventions to modify these factors, and
additional support and counselling in the early stages of identified distress.

Positive Psychology and Well-Being at Sea

MacLachlan and colleagues have called for the application of positive psychology
in the maritime sector for the purposes of developing unique occupational health
and performance programmes suitable to life on board. The researchers call on
health and occupational practitioners in the maritime industry to more effectively
utilize the characteristics of maritime work to develop intervention programmes that
stimulate strengths, health and good performance of seafarers (MacLachlan et al.
2013). As proposed by organizational psychologists Gregory and Shanahan in their
influential maritime guide ‘The human element: A guide to human behaviour in the
shipping industry’, there are many practical things that can be done to ensure people
work to their strengths (Gregory and Shanahan 2010). Table 1 outlines examples of
commonly used interventions in positive psychology and their potential relevance
to maritime health.

The familiar expression of “happy ship” suggests that job satisfaction may be a
crucial element in maritime organizations (Bergheim et al. 2015). Yet, the appli-
cation of positive psychology to the maritime context has been restricted primarily
to resilience and “mindfulness” training. However, Van Wijk and Waters present a
case study of the implementation of an interview model that focuses on strengths
and positive health aspects, for the purposes of the annual psychological assessment
of a group of naval specialists. In contrast to the traditional approach of a medical
diagnostic interview, a significant difference was found in relation to
post-assessment referrals for counselling, suggesting that this innovative positive
psychology interview approach may have contributed to preventing later distress
(van Wijk and Waters 2008).

Programmes aiming to enhance resilience of mariners are evident. For example,
the U.S. Navy Operational Stress Control Programme aims to assist sailors to avoid
stress injuries, recover from adverse situations and build resilience—to strengthen
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Table 1 Examples of commonly used positive psychology interventions

Study Intervention Outcomes Relevance to Maritime
Health

1.
Seligman
et al.
(2005)

Three good things in life
—Participants were
asked to write down three
things that went well each
day and their causes
every night for 1 week

At the 1-month follow
up, participants were
happier and less
depressed than they had
been at baseline, and
stayed happier and less
depressed at 3-month and
6-month follow-ups

Maritime workers may be
at heightened risk of
depression and suicide.
Positive psychology
interventions such as
“Three good things in
life” for seafarers may
facilitate increases in
happiness and decreases
in depressive symptoms
for up to 6 months

2.
Luthans
et al.
(2008)

Developing
psychological capital—A
highly focused, 2-hour
web-based training
intervention to develop
psychological capital,
including efficacy, hope,
optimism, and resilience.
A pretest, posttest
experimental design was
used (n = 187 were
randomly assigned to the
treatment group and
n = 177 to the control
group)

The treatment group
experienced a significant
increase in psychological
capital, while the control
group that participated in
a different but relevant
intervention did not show
a significant increase in
their psychological
capital

Computer-based training
for seafarers on board and
on shore may provide an
effective approach for
programmes aiming to
enhance psychological
capital and well-being of
seafarers on a wider and
cost-effective scale

3. Zeidan
et al.
(2010)

Brief meditation training
—A study with a sample
of 49 university students
examining if the effects
of brief meditation
training can be found on
cognitive tasks with
varying demands on
working memory,
sustained attention, visual
coding, and verbal
fluency

Brief training
significantly increased
mindfulness scores in
comparison to a control
group. The training
protocol had significant
effects on several
cognitive tasks that
require sustained
attention and executive
processing efficiency, e.g.
processing speed,
executive attention and
verbal fluency

Mindfulness meditation
training may enhance
cognitive capacity of
maritime workers, such
as improved sustained
attention, the effect of
which may be enhanced
performance and safety in
maritime organizations

4. King
(2001)

Writing about life goals
—A sample of 81
undergraduates wrote for
20 min each day for
4 days. Participants were
randomly assigned to

Writing about life goals
was significantly less
upsetting than writing
about trauma and was
associated with a
significant increase in

Writing about life goals
may generate health
benefits for maritime
workers such as increased
subjective well-being and
decreased illness.

(continued)
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preparation to perform when confronting new challenges (U.S. Navy 2015). In
non-military seafaring contexts, resiliency programmes are also apparent. As pro-
posed by Greenberg, “Equipping mariners with the right psychologically focused
skills and regular psychological monitoring can be effective methods of improving
psychological resilience, detecting problems at an early stage, ensuring timely
support and where necessary signposting to evidence based medical interventions”
(March on Stress 2013). For example, as outlined above, peer-to-peer resilience
training is currently being piloted by Shell Health (Jacobs 2013). Along similar
lines, the SEAHORSE project comprises a consortium of 13 organizations from air
and maritime transport sectors, with the overall aim of addressing “human factors
and shipping safety.” A primary goal of this project is to develop a multilevel
resilience approach involving individuals, teams, multi-teams and organisations to
ensure that interventions to strengthen resilience at one level have a positive effect
on resilience at other levels (SEAHORSE project 2014).

Research is evident on the training of marines to cultivate the state-like quality of
“mindfulness”—a moment-to-moment awareness of one’s experiences, which has

Table 1 (continued)

Study Intervention Outcomes Relevance to Maritime
Health

write about their most
traumatic life event, their
best possible future self,
both of these topics, or a
non-emotional control
topic

subjective well-being.
Five months after writing,
a significant interaction
emerged such that writing
about trauma, one’s best
possible self, or both
were associated with
decreased illness
compared with controls

Mental health is an
essential component of
productivity (WHO
Europe 2005).
Psychological
interventions that
increase subjective
well-being of maritime
workers may also
increase productivity of
maritime organizations

5.
Peterson
et al.
(2005)

Using signature strengths
in a new way—
Participants were asked
to take an inventory of
character strengths online
and received
individualized
feedback about their top
five (“signature”)
strengths. They were then
asked to use one of these
top strengths in a new
and different way every
day for 1 week

Participants showed
increased happiness and
decreased depressive
symptoms for 6 months

Positive psychology
interventions such as
identifying and using
one’s signature strengths
may be an effective
approach to increasing
happiness and decreasing
depressive symptoms of
maritime workers

Positive Psychology and Well-Being at Sea 35



been shown to increase positive affect and decrease negative affect (Davis and
Hayes 2012). Mindfulness fosters human characteristics that are central to positive
psychology, including character strengths and virtues and psychological well-being,
although it does so through acceptance-based rather than change-based approaches
(Baer and Lykins 2011). In a study by Johnson and colleagues, marines who
received Mindfulness-Based Mind Fitness Training (MMFT) showed inter alia
enhanced recovery including heart rate and breathing rate after stressful training,
signifying that mechanisms relating to stress recovery can be altered in healthy
individuals prior to stress exposure (Johnson et al. 2014). Similarly, Stanley and
colleagues found that marines who engaged more in MMFT practice showed
greater self-reported mindfulness, associated with decreases in perceived stress
(Stanley et al. 2011). Advantageous health effects of “mindfulness” training may
also extend to mariners in the non-military context. Outlined in Table 2 are
examples of interventions used in positive organizational psychology and their
potential relevance to maritime health.

Rationale for Future Research in the Area

Due to the isolated and dispersed nature of the maritime context, online or
computer-based positive psychology interventions and training may be a viable and
important avenue of future research. Online positive psychology interventions have
the capacity to empower people to manage their own well-being, while being highly
accessible, low-cost, and scalable, reaching diverse types of populations (Bolier
et al. 2014; Drozd et al. 2014; Redzic et al. 2014). Empirical support for the efficacy
of online positive psychology interventions is provided by current research. For
example, while Layous and colleagues found that a positive activity intervention
significantly increased positive affect, no differences were found between partici-
pants who completed the positive activity online versus in person (Layous et al.
2013). Similarly, Luthans et al. found that the treatment group in a web-based
training intervention to develop positive psychological capital, but not the control
group, experienced a significant increase in their psychological capital (Luthans
et al. 2008).

As proposed by Bergheim and colleagues, captains on board vessels are an
important yet difficult group to include in a traditional management training pro-
gramme, due to their prolonged time at sea, frequently in isolated environments, so
that structured web-based or computer-based training programmes may be a
valuable and cost-effective way to provide training opportunities during their
off-duty hours on board (Bergheim et al. 2015). Of course, such interventions and
training would need to be designed and administered with due cognizance of highly
restricted Internet access of a large proportion of seafarers (Kahveci 2011;
Progoulaki et al. 2013). However, positive psychology computer-based interven-
tions and training, by which such programmes are readily accessible on computers
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Table 2 Examples of positive organizational psychology interventions

Study Intervention Outcomes Relevance to Maritime
Health

1. Hulsheger
et al. (2013)

Mindfulness self-training—
Participants (n = 64) were
randomly assigned to a
self-training mindfulness
intervention group/control
group. The sample
comprised various job
types, e.g. teachers, social
workers and bankers

Participants in the
mindfulness intervention
group experienced
significantly more job
satisfaction than
participants in the control
group

Job satisfaction is
considered a crucial
element in maritime
organizations (Bergheim
et al. 2015). Employees
who are more satisfied
with their work care
about the quality and
safety of their work, are
more committed to the
organization and more
productive (Håvold
2007; Hult 2012b)

2. Lambert
et al. (2012)

Gratitude intervention—
Eight studies (n = 2973)
testing the theory that
gratitude is related to fewer
depressive symptoms
through positive reframing
and positive emotion

Results from these studies
indicate that gratitude is
related to fewer depressive
symptoms, with positive
reframing and positive
emotion serving as
mechanisms that account
for this relationship

The most common form
of ill-health at sea on
non-passenger vessels is
mental health problems.
Positive psychology
training such as the
“Gratitude” intervention
may decrease depressive
symptoms of maritime
workers

3.
Andersson
et al. (2007)

Hope and gratitude
intervention—A
longitudinal study of 308
white-collar U.S.
employees to assess effects
of feelings of hope and
gratitude on self-reported
concern for corporate social
responsibility

Employees with stronger
hope and gratitude were
found to have a greater
sense of responsibility
towards employee and
societal issues, such as
social justice

Interventions for
maritime workers to
increase feelings of
gratitude and hope may
increase sense of
responsibility toward
employee and societal
issues

4.
Fredrickson
et al. (2008)

Meditation practice—A
field experiment with
working adults (n = 139),
half of whom were
randomly assigned to begin
a practice of
loving-kindness meditation

The meditation practice
produced increases over
time in daily experiences of
positive emotions, which
produced increases in
personal resources (e.g.
purpose in life, social
support, and decreased
illness symptoms). These
increases in personal
resources predicted
increased life satisfaction
and reduced depressive
symptoms

The incidence of
seafarer deaths through
suicide suggests that the
mental health of
seafarers continues to be
very poor. Meditation
training of seafarers
could increase personal
resources, such as
purpose in life, which
may generate increased
life satisfaction and
decreased depressive
symptoms

(continued)
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on board, may be a viable and judicious option for those aiming to increase positive
psychological affect and capital of seafarers.

Effect duration and effect maintenance of positive psychology interventions are
also pertinent areas of inquiry. As proposed by Seligman and Csikszentmihalyi, one
fundamental gap of positive psychology relates to the relationship between
momentary experiences of happiness and longer-lasting well-being (Seligman and
Csikszentmihalyi 2000). However, studies indicating longer-term positive effects
on well-being of positive psychology interventions are evident. For example, Cohn
and Fredrickson found that many participants of a meditation intervention contin-
ued to meditate, to experience boosted positive emotions, and to maintain increased
personal resources, more than one year after the end of training, signifying that
skills-based positive psychology interventions may show longer-term effectiveness
(Cohn and Fredrickson 2010). In relation to a self-administered “Three funny
things” intervention in an online setting, Proyer et al. found that the intervention led
to an increase in happiness and an amelioration of depressive symptoms at
6-months follow-up (Proyer et al. 2014). Similarly, Seligman and Steen reported
two exercises—“Using signature strengths in a new way” and “Three good
things”—that were found to increase happiness and decrease depressive symptoms
of participants for 6 months (Seligman et al. 2005).

Table 2 (continued)

Study Intervention Outcomes Relevance to Maritime
Health

5. Millear
et al. (2008)

Resilience-building
programme—A pilot trial
of the Promoting
Adult Resilience
(PAR) programme, a
strengths-based
resilience-building
programme that integrates
interpersonal and
cognitive-behaviour
therapy. Pre, post and
follow-up measures on 20
PAR participants from a
resource-sector company
were compared with a
non-intervention-matched
comparison group

The PAR group maintained
significant post-test
improvements in coping
self-efficacy and lower
levels of stress and
depression. Process
evaluations of the PAR
programme showed that
skills were rated highly and
widely used in everyday
life at both post and
follow-up measurement
times

People working at sea
may experience a
multitude of stressors.
Strengths-based
resilience-building
programmes may
enhance coping
self-efficacy and
decrease levels of stress
and depression of
maritime workers.
As mental health is an
essential component of
social cohesion (WHO
Europe 2005),
interventions to enhance
psychological
well-being of seafarers
may also strengthen
social cohesiveness of
employees of maritime
organizations
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A further promising line of inquiry relates to maritime health at the systems
level. As emphasized by Carter, while the collection and analysis of information on
seafarers’ health is mostly addressed by health professionals, the use of such
information is important for all areas of the maritime sector, and this introduces a
variety of social, political, economic, regulatory, and ethical factors into all parts of
the advancement of a knowledge base (Carter 2011b). Similarly, MacLachlan et al.
propose that environmental, organizational, operational, safety, and cultural aspects
all have an impact on maritime health; accordingly, the authors recommend a
systems-based approach to research to facilitate the targeting and implementation of
integrated health care interventions in the maritime environment (MacLachlan et al.
2012). A systems approach to managing stressors is the basis of the Crew
Endurance Management System, extensively used in more recent times for
implementing practices to control shipboard stressors (Comperatore et al. 2005;
United States Coast Guard 2014). Along these lines, Comperatore and colleagues
suggest that managing the complexity of shipboard stressors necessitates a systems
approach that identifies individual elements in the complex system and determines
how these elements are individually and collectively impacting on seafarers’
endurance (Comperatore et al. 2005).

Key Research Questions

While recognizing that a range of questions may be proposed on the topic of
positive psychology and well-being at sea, a number of selected research questions
are presented below:

1. Do positive psychology interventions and training enhance well-being, perfor-
mance and safety in the workplace, and through what mechanisms do these
interventions and training operate? Are these mechanisms transferable to the
maritime environment?

2. What are the facilitators and barriers to the effective implementation of positive
psychology interventions that are specific to the maritime context?

3. Do positive psychology interventions show signs of effect maintenance in the
maritime context?

4. Do positive psychology interventions present any advantages or disadvantages
relative to other forms of psychological intervention in the maritime context?

5. How can positive psychology interventions and training be designed and
administered to be accessible across ranks, sexes, ages, cultures and ethnicities
on board?

6. Are positive psychology computer-based interventions and training an effective
and viable option in the maritime context?

7. How can a systems-based approach to research and implementation be designed
to facilitate integrated health care interventions in the maritime environment?

Positive Psychology and Well-Being at Sea 39



Conclusion

While for centuries folk theory has promoted the concept that positive emotions are
good for your health, accumulating empirical evidence is offering support for this
anecdotal knowledge, indicating that positive emotions are associated with bene-
ficial psychological and physical health effects (Tugade et al. 2004). Furthermore, a
growing literature on positive psychology interventions suggests that the “good
life”—positive emotion, engagement, relationships, meaning, and accomplishment
—can be strengthened (Seligman 2010). The seafaring environment offers a unique
context in which positive psychology interventions and training may be applied and
tested. The isolated, confined, and safety-critical environment of the ship exposes
seafarers to a very particular assortment of stressors. Conversely, as proposed by
MacLachlan et al., this environment also offers unique opportunities to develop
occupational health and performance programmes suitable to life on board, and the
field of positive psychology may contribute in this respect due to its focus on
facilitating positive health, attitudes and work behaviour, rather than on correcting
for a “lack of,” “failures,” “errors” or “dysfunctions” (MacLachlan et al. 2013).
Robust research is essential that shows scientifically the effects on well-being of
positive psychology interventions administered on board. As proposed by
Seligman, interventions that work are required, and a systematic programme of
interventions that is scientifically proven to raise the level of human well-being
(Seligman 2003).

Of course, as previously outlined, for whom, in what circumstances, and through
which mechanisms positive psychology interventions work are largely dependent
on the individual, activity, and context. As individuals have diverse strengths,
interests, values, and inclinations that allow them to benefit more from some
strategies than others, no one particular activity will help all individuals to become
happier (Lyubomirsky et al. 2005). Moreover, interventions to mitigate stress and
support seafarers’ well-being should recognize the occupational, cultural and
demographic factors that may influence how stress may be differentially experi-
enced, expressed and alleviated on board.

To date, the application of positive psychology interventions and training to the
maritime context has been examined only marginally—although research on
“mindfulness” techniques and resilience training is evident in the navy and broader
seafaring setting. As proposed by Progoulaki and colleagues, shipping companies
are seemingly willing to invest in the well-being of seafarers as it is considered a
primary source of productivity (Progoulaki et al. 2013). Whether the emergent
focus of maritime organizations on supporting seafarers’ well-being is health or
productivity motivated, or both, an increasing awareness of mental health problems
at sea is evident, associated with a variety of practical initiatives in this area.
Importantly, however, as proposed by MacLachlan et al. (2012), a systems-based
perspective that addresses safety, cultural, environmental, operational and organi-
zational aspects can ensure a more comprehensive approach to maritime health.
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