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Abstract

Significant changes in the seafaring industry have increased occupational demands at sea, challenging the psychosocial well-
being of seafarers. The primary aim of this study was to explore perceptions and experiences of well-being, resilience and stress
amongst a sample of merchant seafarers and superintendents. Exploring perceptions of well-being, resilience and stress amongst
this sample is required to inform organisational policies in the interest of improving working and living conditions for maritime
workers. Semi-structured interviews (n=11) and one focus group (n =13) were conducted with superintendents, officers and
ratings/crew of a large shipping company to explore their perceptions of well-being, resilience and stress. Analysis was conducted
using descriptive and interpretive qualitative methods. Findings were interwoven by two critical themes. The first, recent
changes, was expressed by participants in relation to fewer opportunities to relieve stress in recent years due to reduced
socialisation and shore leave. The second, organisational justice, was indicated by participants regarding the importance of a
just work environment. Although depression and other forms of psychosocial distress may be experienced individually, their
causes are multifaceted and cannot be addressed only at the level of individual functioning. We must address causes of perceived
injustice at the organisational and industry levels, alongside supporting the capacity of individuals to cope with challenging
situations. A working environment that is experienced as supportive and just is therefore crucial for individually focused
psychosocial interventions to be optimally applied.

Keywords Merchant seafarers - Maritime - Psychosocial - Well-being - Resilience - Stress - Organisational justice - Shell

Introduction
Psychosocial Health of Seafarers

For the approximately 1,647,500 merchant seafarers globally
(BIMCO and International Chamber of Shipping 2015),
working and living conditions on-board have been significant-
ly altered due to faster turnaround schedules in ports, in-
creased use of technology, decreased manning, labour
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intensification, and social isolation (Allen et al. 2007,
Borovnik 2011; Dimitrova and Blanpain 2010; Project
MARTHA 2016). As emphasised by the ITF Seafarers’
Trust (2017), fast technological advancement, increased auto-
mation, decreased personnel, more diverse crew, lack of shore
leave, faster turnaround schedules, and a hierarchical com-
mand system may all lead to social isolation on-board.
Seafarers are an occupational cohort amongst those at the
highest risk for stress (Lipowski et al. 2014), which may
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adversely influence their mental health (Jezewska et al. 2006). In
the maritime industry, psychological issues such as depression,
anxiety, suicide, and alcohol or drug dependence, are recognised
health problems (MacLachlan et al. 2013). On non-passenger
ships, minor mental health problems are the most common type
of ill-health (Carter 2011). Stressors including months or years
away from home; loneliness; bullying; fatigue; lack of shore
leave; and short turnaround schedules in ports, may cause anxiety
and depression, and for some seafarers, suicide (Iversen 2012).

An estimated 1.4% of all deaths globally were as a result of
suicide in 2015 (WHO n.d.). Suicide in the seafaring popula-
tion may be considerably more common (Sliskovi¢ 2017).
The U.K. Protection and Indemnity Club (Velankar 2017)
reported that 4.4% of all deaths on-board were attributable to
suicide from 2014 to 2015, which proliferated to 15.3% for the
year 2015-2016. In a review of seafarers’ depression and
suicide, Mellbye and Carter (2017) reported that investiga-
tions of depression and suicide amongst seafarers indicate
improvement, although a number of recent case series suggest
that suicide remains problematic.

Although depression and other forms of psychosocial dis-
tress may be experienced individually, their causes are multi-
faceted and cannot be addressed only at the level of individual
functioning. For example, quality of social relationships is re-
lated to depression (Teo et al. 2013); suggesting that the social
isolation experienced by seafarers on-board (Alderton et al.
2004; ITF Seafarers’ Trust 2017; Mission to Seafarers 2018)
may affect their mental health. Organisational justice is also
associated with mental health (Ndjaboué et al. 2012). This sug-
gests that the experience of inequities by seafarers from low-
and middle-income countries (LMICs), such as linking nation-
ality to senior positions, longer tours of duty, and dissimilar pay
rates for the same work (Baylon and Santos 2015; Borovnik
2011; Carter 2005; Dimitrova and Blanpain 2010; MacLachlan
2017a) may also affect their mental health. As Carter (2005, p.
62) suggests, for seafarers “perceived inequity can contribute to
distress”. Indeed, the social gradient may be a substantial stress
factor on-board (Oldenburg et al. 2009).

Organisational Justice

Organisational justice refers to individuals’ perceptions of
fairness in relation to an organisation’s policies, pay systems
and practices (Furnham 2012). Organisational justice theory
addresses the fairness of several work-related aspects
(Aamodt 2013). These aspects include interactional justice,
relating to interpersonal aspects, such as bullying in the work-
place; procedural justice, signifying a perception that the pro-
cedures underpinning a pay decision are fair; and distributive
Justice relating to pay diversity, or more specifically, rewards
that are distributed and to which individuals, as a percentage
of the overall resources of the group (Carr 2005). As sug-
gested by MacLachlan (2016, p. 1), “maintaining privilege,
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breaking the psychological contract, and bullying all flourish
in an environment devoid of fairness, or even the expectation
of it”. While the concept and perceptions of fairness in orga-
nisations differ across cultures and individuals (Furnham
2012), job satisfaction is likely to decrease when employees
perceive organisational injustice (Schultz and Schultz 2016).
For example, McAuliffe et al. (2009) reported that perceptions
of organisational justice strongly correlated with level of job
satisfaction amongst mid-level health workers in Malawi.
Indeed, organisational justice significantly influences job sat-
isfaction and dissatisfaction, as well as intent to leave and
broader well-being (Furnham 2012).

Organisational injustice, particularly for seafarers from
LMICs, is evident in the maritime sector. The maritime industry
has undergone significant transformation in recent years, includ-
ing labour intensification and social isolation (Allen et al. 2007,
Borovnik 2011; Dimitrova and Blanpain 2010; Project
MARTHA 2016), alongside a lack of shore leave (Clare 2015;
Kahveci 2007; Kantharia 2017; Oldenburg and Jensen 2012;
Shoretoo 2015; Walters and Bailey 2013). For example, with a
sample of 6461 seafarers across 11 countries, Jensen et al.
(2006) reported that the majority of seafarers worked each day
of the week, and an average of 67 to 70 hours weekly through-
out durations of 2.5 to 8.5 months on-board; moreover, seafarers
from South-East Asian countries were on-board for longer du-
rations, and had fewer officers and older seafarers than seafarers
from higher income countries. Indeed, seafarers of lower ranks
from LMICs typically endure the poorest terms and conditions
of employment, with the expression of “sweat ships” denoting
similar exploitation of employees (MacLachlan 2017a).
Accordingly, urgent human rights issues (Human Rights at Sea
2016) and organisational justice concerns in the maritime sector,
particularly so for seafarers from LMICs, signify the need for re-
evaluation of working terms and conditions for seafarers by
maritime organisations and the industry.

Well-Being

According to the OECD (Organisation for Economic Co-
operation and Development) (2017, p. 23), various factors are
associated with well-being, including “income, jobs, housing,
health status, skills, the environment, governance and personal
safety. The importance of more experiential elements of life,
such as social connections, work-life balance and subjective
well-being, is also increasingly recognised across these
approaches”. Although definitions are highly debated, well-
being therefore alludes to a combination of psychological, emo-
tional, physical, social and economic health (UNCTAD 2016).

Importantly, factors that influence the well-being and perfor-
mance of maritime personnel are imbedded at several levels of
work, including at the levels of the task, individual, team, orga-
nisation and industry (MacLachlan et al. 2013). Effectively ad-
dressing the well-being of maritime workers therefore requires
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addressing well-being at the different system levels. We must
also therefore reconsider incentives at the organisational and in-
dustry levels that may best support seafarers’ well-being.

Resilience

Resilience refers to “the positive psychological capacity to re-
bound, to ‘bounce back’ from adversity, uncertainty, conflict,
failure or even positive change, progress and increased
responsibility” (Luthans 2002, p. 702). While resilience has tra-
ditionally been proposed as being dispositional and trait-like,
there is evidence that it may be state-like and capable of devel-
opment (Luthans et al. 2006; Maddi and Khoshaba 2005).
Resilience therefore comprises thoughts, behaviours and actions
that may be learnt and strengthened (American Psychological
Association n.d.). Research indicates that resilience can protect
individuals against adverse impacts of stress (Friborg et al. 2006;
Hjemdal et al. 2006; Ong et al. 2006; Pietrzak et al. 2010). For
example, with a sample of 387 merchant seafarers, Doyle et al.
(2016) reported that self-reported higher levels of resilience was
significantly associated with lower levels of perceived stress.

It is proposed that training programmes that strengthen resil-
ience can increase health, well-being and quality of life (Leppin
et al. 2014). Psychological resilience training in the shipping
sector could support safety and strengthen the well-being of
employees (March on Stress 2013). As suggested by Carter
(2005), research needs to focus on the organisation of work,
in addition to the resilience, coping strategies and motivations
of seafarers, with interventions aiming to modify these factors.

One trajectory to resilience is personality hardiness, which
Bartone (2006, p. 131) describes as “a characteristic sense that
life is meaningful, we choose our own futures, and change is
interesting and valuable”. The resilience construct of hardi-
ness has been empirically proven to be a protective resource
against adverse effects of stress (Bartone 1999; Bartone and
Hystad 2010). Hardiness is conceptualised as incorporating
three components: (1) challenge, signifying the belief that
stressful changes are an opportunity to grow in knowledge
and ability; (2) commitment, the view that no matter what
difficulties are presented, it is important to stay involved with
what is occurring instead of detaching and alienating oneself;
and (3) control, the belief in turning stress from potential di-
sasters into opportunities for growth (Maddi 2013). In relation
to the maritime sector, with a sample of 413 Filipino merchant
seafarers, Hystad and Bye (2013) reported that personal
values and personality hardiness explained a significant
amount of variance in relation to self-reported safety behav-
iour at sea. The researchers recommended a focus on hardi-
ness and personal values regarding the selection and training
of maritime workers, and when planning interventions to sup-
port safety in maritime companies (Hystad and Bye 2013).

Notably, in relation to the explanatory power of
organisational justice, well-being and resilience, organisational

justice is an organisational or industry level variable, while
well-being and resilience are individual or group level vari-
ables. The explanatory power of each of these variables is there-
fore more in focus at different system levels. These variables
may also interact and contribute to more explanatory power for
each variable. For example, a lack of organisational justice at
the organisational or industry levels may conceivably influence
individuals’ well-being, which may contribute to more explan-
atory power for both variables.

The Shell Health Pilot Resilience Programme

This research was conducted in association with Shell,! a
company recognised for its ardent approach to many of the
challenges facing seafarers, as the recipient of the inaugural
Global Healthy Workplace Award 2013 (Global Centre for
Healthy Workplaces 2013). One psychosocial
programme that has been implemented by the company is
the Shell Health resilience programme, a resilience-training
programme aiming to support the thriving of employees both
on- and off-shore (Jacobs 2013; McVeigh et al. 2017). The
resilience programme modules were developed by Shell
Health professionals, based on the American Psychological
Association’s theory of resilience (R. Stilz, personal commu-
nication, November 1, 2018). Resilience is part of the
company’s holistic health programme, which includes
numerous programmes - “think well” (positive psychology),
“move more” (exercise), “eat well” (nutrition), “breathe well”
(smoking cessation), and “sleep well” (sleep) (T. Lillington,
personal communication, November 2, 2018).

The resilience programme is a voluntary programme, in-
corporating elements of positive psychology, cognitive behav-
ioural therapy, neuro-linguistic programming, and leadership
training. Launched onshore in 2009, the programme was sub-
sequently adapted and launched as a pilot resilience pro-
gramme at sea between April and December 2014, with an
intervention group of 21 vessels or approximately half of the
company’s fleet. Notably, the resilience programme modules
themselves were not adapted for the pilot programme at sea,
but rather the delivery was adapted to take into account stag-
gered crew and changes of facilitators.

Officers, who acted as lay facilitators of the modules, admin-
istered the programme to teams on-board. A small number of
officers were trained as facilitators throughout a 1-hour session
at an annual officers’ conference onshore. During this session,
participants were given the opportunity to share their own views
of resilience; then a brief conceptual background was given,
followed by a summary of the experience of the company with
the programme; the subsequent main focus was providing guid-
ance for facilitators (R. Stilz, personal communication,

! The term Shell in this article refers to Shell International Trading and
Shipping Company Limited (STASCo).

@ Springer
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November 1, 2018). Using a peer-to-peer training scheme, offi-
cers trained other officers on-board so that the programme could
continue when a trained facilitator disembarked or transferred
between ships. Although facilitators guided the activities and
discussions, the modules were highly interactive and drew con-
siderably on the experiences of participants. Notably, the full
programme materials were sent to vessels.

The resilience programme consists of 12 modules, which are
approximately 40—60 minutes in duration. Each of the 12 mod-
ules focuses on a specific aspect related to resilience: (1)
Introduction—What is resilience?; (2) Maintain a hopeful out-
look; (3) Take care of yourself; (4) Make connections; (5)
Avoid seeing crises as insurmountable problems; (6) Nurture
a positive view of yourself; (7) Look for opportunities for self-
discovery; (8) Accept that change is a part of living; (9) Keep
things in perspective; (10) Move toward your goals; (11) Take
decisive actions; and (12) Being grateful can accomplish more.

Research Aim

There is a call for more research assessing seafarers’ psychoso-
cial health and stress (Carotenuto et al. 2013; Carter 2005; ITF
Seafarers’ Trust 2017; MacLachlan et al. 2012; Oldenburg and
Jensen 2012). In response to this need, the primary aim of this
study was to explore perceptions and experiences of well-being,
resilience and stress amongst a sample of merchant seafarers and
superintendents. Exploring perceptions of well-being, resilience
and stress amongst this sample is required to inform
organisational policies in the interest of improving working and
living conditions for maritime workers. This study also aimed to
explore perceptions of the pilot resilience programme and sug-
gestions regarding the company’s holistic health programme.

Method
Participants and Procedures

With the exception of superintendents who were office-based,
participants were merchant seafarers, both officers and ratings/
crew, working in the shipping company’s fleet. Participants
worked on-board liquefied natural gas carriers, product oil
tankers and crude oil tankers, on a global basis. The study com-
prised three research groups: (1) first interviews, comprising
officers and ratings, including pilot resilience programme partic-
ipants (n=6); (2) one officers’ focus group (n=13); and (3)
superintendents’ interviews (n=15). With the exception of the
first interviews in which participants’ job title was asked, demo-
graphic information, such as age and nationality, was not col-
lected so that participants could not be identified.

Departments of merchant ships can be classified as: (1)
deck department, responsible for managing the navigation of
the ship, and handling cargo operations and berthing
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instruments on the ship deck; (2) engine department, tasked
with the operation and maintenance of the machinery of the
ship; and (3) catering department, responsible for meal prep-
aration and housekeeping onboard (Bhattacharjee 2017).
Officers supervise and manage all tasks related to the operat-
ing and maintaining of the ship; while ratings work under the
supervision of officers across all departments, conducting es-
sential jobs in the daily operating of the ship (Careers at Sea
n.d.). Superintendents are responsible for providing leadership
and guidance for ships’ operations and are accountable for
several factors including ensuring that ships operate safely,
reliably and economically, and ensuring adherence to all legal
and regulatory requirements and company policies regarding
ship operations such as care of cargo, safety of navigation, and
the health and safety of crew (Oil and Gas Job Search 2017).

English has been the lingua franca of the maritime industry
for approximately the last century (Pritchard 2006). The inter-
views and focus group were therefore conducted in English;
and were audio-recorded with the permission of participants.
The first interviews were conducted between May and
October 2015 via telephone and Skype as participants were
on-board at the time of interview. The officers’ focus group
was subsequently conducted by the primary researcher at the
Shell International Fleet Officer Conference, London, UK, in
December 2015, as an event separate to the main conference
meeting. The superintendents’ interviews were also conducted
by the primary researcher at this conference.

The first interviews were conducted to assess perceptions of
the pilot resilience programme, in addition to exploring percep-
tions and experiences of resilience more generally. For these
interviews, Random Purposeful Sampling was used
(Onwuegbuzie and Leech 2007a), whereby cases were selected
at random from the sampling frame consisting of a purposefully
selected sample. Therefore, a list was obtained of individuals
who had completed approximately half or more of the resilience
programme; and individuals were then randomly selected from
this list using an online random sequence generator. The com-
pany extended an invitation to these potential participants to be
interviewed, and individuals then directly contacted the primary
researcher regarding their willingness and availability to partic-
ipate. The first interviews comprised six participants including
two captains, two officers and two ratings (one female and five
male participants). Three interviewees volunteered when invited
to participate; two interviewees volunteered without prior invi-
tation to be interviewed; and one interviewee was selected after
directly contacting the primary researcher with feedback on the
pilot resilience programme. Four of these interviewees had par-
ticipated in the pilot resilience programme.

For the officers’ focus group, Convenience Sampling was
used (Onwuegbuzie and Leech 2007a), a form of non-random
sampling whereby individuals are selected that are available
and willing to participate. Officers were recruited at the Shell
International Fleet Officer Conference, London, in December
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2015. During this conference, the primary researcher and the
company invited officers to participate in a focus group. The
officers’ focus group comprised 13 officers (1 female and 12
male participants). Officers attending the conference were a
mixture of captains, chief officers, chief engineers and second
engineers, who comprise the top four ranks on-board and are
all classified within the company as “officers”.

For the superintendents’ interviews, Convenience Sampling
was again used. Superintendents working in the company’s of-
fice in London were invited by the company to participate in an
interview, and superintendents directly contacted the primary
researcher regarding their willingness and availability to partic-
ipate. A total of five superintendents were interviewed (all male).
Superintendents in the company are ex-seafarers from the
company’s fleet, mostly former captains, chief officers, chief
engineers and second engineers, who are office-based for ap-
proximately 2 years to assist with managing the vessels on a
day-to-day operational basis to expand their experience.

Ethical approval for this study was provided by the Health
Policy & Management/Centre for Global Health Research
Ethics Committee, Trinity College Dublin, Ireland. Employees
of the shipping company participated in the planning and coor-
dination of the study, and in jointly reviewing with the primary
researcher the study design, analyses, findings and interpreta-
tions. However, while an initial invitation to potential partici-
pants to participate in the interviews and focus group was com-
municated by the company, which acted as a gatekeeper, the
primary researcher independently conducted the qualitative
analyses of the interviews and focus group, independently
interpreted and discussed the findings, and independently wrote
the original draft of this manuscript and decided to publish.

Study Materials

The primary researcher designed a semi-structured interview
schedule for the first interviews, and a second semi-structured
focus group and interview schedule for the officers’ focus
group and superintendents’ interviews, underpinned by a re-
view of the literature. The tools were first vetted with col-
leagues at the Centre for Global Health, Trinity College
Dublin, Ireland, to acquire feedback on the scope, clarity
and flow of questions (Ravitch and Mittenfelner Carl 2016).
The tools were refined where appropriate. For example, the
item “Do you have any personal experience in relation to
resilience?” was rephrased as “Do you have any personal
experience in relation to resilience or lack of resilience?”
Piloting of the tools was subsequently conducted. The pri-
mary researcher assessed the first interviews to evaluate the
degree to which the questions were clear, understandable, ca-
pable of answering the research questions, and if any revisions
were necessary (Collins 2010; Gill et al. 2008). As no signif-
icant refinement of the tools was considered necessary, this

pilot data was included as part of the formal data set of the
study (Plowright 2011; Ravitch and Mittenfelner Carl 2016).

For the first interviews, which comprised participants of the
pilot resilience programme, the primary researcher adminis-
tered a semi-structured, 31-item interview schedule. The inter-
view schedule focused on perceptions of the resilience pro-
gramme, general resilience and resilience on-board. The two
participants in this group who were not participants of the pilot
resilience programme were asked questions only regarding gen-
eral resilience and resilience on-board. Additional file 1 pro-
vides the interview schedule for the first interviews.

For the officers’ focus group and superintendents’ interviews,
the primary researcher administered a semi-structured, 20-item
focus group and interview schedule. Questions focused on per-
ceptions and experiences of well-being, resilience, and stress.
One question asked participants for their suggestions regarding
a wider (holistic) health programme at sea. Additional file 2
provides the focus group and interview schedule for the officers’
focus group and superintendents’ interviews.

Data Analysis

The primary researcher transcribed verbatim all data in full from
recordings of the interviews and focus group. The method of
constant comparison analysis, outlined by Elliott and Timulak
(2005), was used to analyse the data. The data was therefore
distributed into meaning units, namely, units by which the anal-
ysis was conducted. Broad headings, or domains, for organising
participants’ responses were identified. These domains were
structured broadly during the beginning research stages through
the interview and focus group schedules, but were developed
primarily during data coding. Numerous organising frameworks
were flexibly developed and tested until they were considered to
appropriately and parsimoniously fit the data.

The meaning units were subsequently coded, or categorised,
within each domain. Such categories emerged from the mean-
ings in the meaning units. Formation of categories is an inter-
pretive and interactive process, whereby the researcher labels
categories similar to the actual language of participants, while
also applying their own understanding and knowledge of previ-
ous theory and study findings (Elliott and Timulak 2005).
Domains and categories were therefore identified primarily ex-
post from data analysis; domains were structured broadly during
the beginning research stages but were developed mainly during
data analysis, and categories emerged solely from the data.

Findings

Presented below are domains and categories that were identified
from data analysis of the study’s three research groups, i.e. (1) first
interviews, (2) officers’ focus group, and (3) superintendents’
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interviews. Domains and categories are not ordered with regards
to importance nor do they suggest any hierarchy.

(1) First Interviews

Domains and categories for the first interviews are present-
ed schematically in Fig. 1.

Workload

Stress and Pressure Participants indicated experiencing stress
and pressure, as exemplified by one captain’s observation:

I'am in the shipping profession for more than 26 years, so
what it was earlier as today, there is a total change in this
whole profession. Even now, we are very much under
stress and like before people used to get time to unwind,
you know, and when they used to go ashore and all that.
Today in the shipping world, we hardly get to step ashore.
In the three months that we are on-board, we are not
allowed to even step on the gang (P2 [participant 2]).

Safety

Open Reporting and Intervening are Promoted Numerous
participants suggested that intervening was encouraged. For

Fig. 1 Domains and categories
for first interviews

Stress and
Pressure
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example, a captain reported directing his crew to talk to se-
niors when they deemed work as unsafe:

I tell them for everything you should have situational
environment. Before we engage our hands, our minds,
you know, to work so that we assess the situation, and if
we feel it is unsafe you know, then we should be in a
position that they should come and talk to the supervi-
sors ... if we see such things and we immediately report,
OK, then we save somebody from getting injured (P2).

Positive Psychology Improves Safety A number of participants
reported using positive psychology to support safety. For ex-
ample, an officer asserted that positive psychology was
emphasised in safety programmes: “Positive psychology is
always emphasised. We do have some other safety
programmes where we always make sure to commend the
person when they are doing something right, something good,
you know, and actually it helps™ (P3).

Social

Separation from Family Causes Stress A number of partici-
pants reported stress caused by separation from family, as
exemplified by a captain’s comment: “You sometimes you
feel helpless completely. You cannot do anything because
you cannot jump from your boat and swim to home” (P1).
Another captain alluded to stress experienced by his children:
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When there are crises at home or some issues at home,
they told me you are never there, but then I tell them that
I'am not like, you know, all the other parents ... in a year,
six months I am with them 24/7 (P2).

Difficult Attitudes and Behaviours of Co-Workers A number of
participants reported difficult interactions with co-workers, as
illustrated by one rating’s observation: “If I try to discuss or
negotiate with senior officers or managers, and they act differ-
ently or they react in an unprofessional manner ... because it is
rather stressful when being faced with that position” (P4).
Correspondingly, another rating reported his experience as fol-
lows: “There are really people that’s very, very, very difficult to
deal with, you know, this, you know, this character that, unbe-
coming character, and that gives you torment every time” (P6).

Resilience Programme Acclaim

Programme had Positive Effects All four participants of the
resilience programme who were interviewed reported pos-
itive effects of the programme. For example, a rating
asserted that the programme strengthened understanding
and tolerance of colleagues:

We see a different side to the person we work with that
we don’t normally engage with, and then we understand
the person more, and when we understand the person
more, and we understand his background or his way of
thinking, we are more tolerant of this person (P4).

Willingness to Continue Programme Each of the four resil-
ience programme participants asserted their willingness to
continue with the programme. For example, a captain
remarked: “I have no issues to participate in this, and
wherever 1 am I will take it forward” (P2). Furthermore,
when asked if he would like to participate in further pro-
gramme modules, a rating replied: “Yeah sure, I would
love to. I would really, really love to” (P4).

Positive Psychology is Important A number of participants
spoke of the value of positive psychology on-board, as
exemplified by one captain: “In shipping I believe, you
know, we have to have that you know positive thinking ...
if you show positive attitude and you always believe in
positive things, so I motivate my team that way” (P2).
Similarly, a rating outlined that positive psychology could
be useful to alleviate stress: “Positive psychology ... when
you are on-board the vessel, away from family and friends
and your loved ones, can already be stressful enough ... so
any positive psychological aspect would definitely help
[laugh]” (P4).

Resilience Programme Criticism

Programme had Short-Term, Slight or no Positive Effects
Although participants reported positive effects, they also indi-
cated short-term, slight or no positive effects of the pro-
gramme. For example, one captain described the effects of
the programme as follows: “In moment you are participating
the resilience programme, you feel better, you feel more re-
laxed and you understand the others much more than before,
but for how long it is going to stay with you is the problem”
(P1). He asserted: “There is some slight improvement but you
know in the twelve modules, in twelve hours, you cannot
change your character, you cannot change your habits” (P1).

Personal Nature of Programme was Uncomfortable
Numerous participants contended that the personal nature of
the programme was an uncomfortable experience. As
expressed by a captain: “I remember it was a presentation of
the third officer who actually described his problem and how
he beat his crisis that time, and I did not like it because we
went too deep inside of his private life” (P1). Similarly, a
rating asserted: “The module could be a little bit too much
on the heart, where you’ve to express your feelings or more
intimate personal ambitions ... for this type of behaviour, hard-
headed type behaviour, they don’t tend to accept it well” (P4).

Not Enough Time for Programme Several participants
highlighted a lack of time for implementation of the pro-
gramme, as illustrated by a captain’s comment: “This is the
shore based programme ... but here you need to know this
vessel is running 24/7” (P1). Another captain referred to lack
of time for the programme due to other training programmes
and duties:

Life on-board is very hectic you know and everybody
has all their designated duties... I have to squeeze in this
resilience meeting ... one normally it takes thirty to forty
minutes so you know then, that was one thing which
people are against (P2).

Notably, an officer reported more time for the programme
when ships were on longer voyages: “If we on some longer
runs from Qatar to Asia or Qatar to Europe somewhere, then
there is no problem with the resilience modules and other
vessels do it” (P3).

Trained Facilitators are Needed Numerous participants indi-
cated that people who had been trained to facilitate the pro-
gramme were required. For example, a captain remarked: “We
do not have a proper facilitator on-board, because this pro-
gramme was just sent on the CD and then that’s it” (P1).
Correspondingly, an officer stated that participants would
have greater respect for the programme if it was delivered
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by a trained facilitator: “A trained facilitator who will be able
to introduce resilience models. I think that people would take
it more seriously if we would have somebody on-board spe-
cifically for that role” (P3).

Tailoring of Programme is Needed A number of participants
recommended adapting the resilience programme to the on-
board context, as exemplified by a captain:

One small difficulty to present in the same time
... because on-board of course we have different
nationalities, different rank with the people and
with also with the different education ... different
nationalities which their mother language is not
English like it’s not for me, so there is a lot of
un understanding of the wording (P1).

Another captain suggested using shipping-specific examples:
“Put some shipping, what we do on the ship for day-to-day, or
even if you can show that, that will help guys to you know
relate” (P2).

Resistance to Participation Several participants indicated
that there was resistance to participating in the pro-
gramme. For example, one officer specified that people
viewed the programme as another safety programme:
“They do resist because it’s like ‘oh one more safety ini-
tiative, what is this now?’” (P3). Although not a pro-
gramme participant, another officer indicated that the
company did not provide monetary incentives for
programmes, which reduced people’s motivation: “What
most people want is incentives if they want to do some-
thing right, if they want to teach something ... they want
physical objects or cash ... so these people aren’t really
too motivated” (P5).

Fig. 2 Domains and categories

(2) Officers’ Focus Group

Figure 2 presents domains and categories for the officers’
focus group.

Workload

Stress and Fatigue Officers reported experiencing stress and
fatigue. They indicated working for 10 hours or more daily, as
illustrated by a participant’s comment: “I average over, some-
where between 10 and 11 hours a day for three to four
months” (P5). One participant emphasised mental health
problems due to stress:

P11: ... they’re just dumping it on you. This is your job.
You’re 24 hours at sea. We’re paying you for being at
sea 24 (P6: Yes) hours. We’re entitled to ...

P6: Call you anytime.

P11: Yep ...

P9: Yeah.

P6: Yes.

P11: ... how we manage that stress, how we manage our
mental health is this big problem worldwide.

Officers also reported more stress in recent years:

P9: Yeah, time on-board was different (P1: Yeah). There
was no Internet, but there was enough booze. There was
enough time in the port, you know, so.

P1: Yeah. You didn’t have a stressful trip like that.

Notably, one officer indicated experiencing less stress when
ships were on longer voyages:

Sometimes we have long voyage and there is not too
many emails. You know, everything is going
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smooth, so I used to go in the gym, and I really
enjoy for one and a half hour. I really enjoy that,
you know (P8: Mmm), but when I’m you know like
seven days stuck in the office and running like a
yoyo up and down [laugh], like you know, so I feel
also very bad mental (P9).

Too Many Unnecessary Emails Officers highlighted an excess
of emails being sent from the shore office to vessels, as the
excerpt below exemplifies:

P12: ... you used to go and do your round trip ... contact
the charters a couple of days out and you just have to go
in ... just before, you know, you might have a couple of
telephone calls or emails, but now it is like up to fifty a
day come through emails ... there’s a lot more stuff that
comes through to the ships that never used to and prob-
ably really doesn’t need to ...

P7: Mmm.

P11: Instead of shore being a support mechanism now,
they can consider you as a 24-hour work stations.

Coordinating Many Stakeholders is Difficult Officers reported
difficulty with coordinating many stakeholders, as exempli-
fied below:

P9: ... this is not easy for us ... on-board there’s so many,
you know, influences from others, on-board, you know,
to us.

P2: With distractions ...

P9: Distractions from everywhere ... We have our office
who is giving us orders. We have a charter who is giving
us orders.

P2: ... port operators ...

P1: Like you have to balance everything on top.

P2: ... managers, so many people you have to
coordinate.

More Personnel is Needed Officers expressed the need for
more personnel:

P7: ... we have no reserve capacity ... You know, forty
years ago, we had fifty, sixty people on the ship ...

P2: and we don’t have any stand-by ...

P7: ... If one person was down, there was a lot of people
to cover him (P9: Yeah, yeah, yeah, yeah), but we’re
down to no capacity, no reserve ...

P5: And then the thing is though is your size of the ships
are larger.

P7: Huge ...

P9: Yeah, yeah.

P2: ‘Cause we’re one of the largest LNG [liquefied nat-
ural gas] ships which is floating (P9: Yeah ...), and run-
ning by only 30 peoples on-board.

P6: ... some ships have extra people. Some ships don’t
have them.

Safety

Fewer and Structured Safety Meetings are Needed Officers
recommended reducing safety meetings on-board, as illustrat-
ed by a participant: “It’s also reducing unnecessary meetings
on the ship because whenever something happened some-
where, they say ‘OK collect all crew. Let’s do a meeting’”
(P3). Officers also recommended structured safety meetings:

P12: ... a structure (P3: Yeah) would be a lot more help-
ful (P9: Yeah, yeah) and beneficial than just say “have a
safety stand-down” ...

P2: Yeah, for stand-down, you send some guidance;
“you do this, do that”. Then we can do that ...
Everybody is working a different way and different
places (P9: Of course), and you just put everything
down and come back here. This is creating more stress.

A Happy Ship is a Resilient and Safe Ship The officers asserted
that when seafarers were happy, safety and resilience were
strengthened, as illustrated below:

P8: Yeah. A happy ship’s a safe ship.

P9: Yes, definitely.

P2: It affects the performance of the people (P9:
Definitely), affects the safety of the ship, safety of the
personal environment and everything.

P3: ... if the team is more happy, it will be more resilient.

Social

More Socialisation is Needed According to the officers,
socialisation on-board had reduced due to the Internet, as il-
lustrated by an officer’s observation: “The other thing that
we’ve had break down with the advent of Internet is the com-
munity that we used to have” (P5). The officers reported a
lack of social support, suggesting for example: “When I have
a problem from home, and then you looking for somebody on
the ship to talk with, everybody’s closed in their cabins, so
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nobody, there is no more social life” (P3). One officer asserted
that seafarers were struggling with their choice of profession:

There’s no fun in our job anymore. All we’re left is the
residual stress of work, and ma’am we’re really strug-
gling to find out what are we doing here, you know at
work? ... we’re sort of struggling with trying to get a life
because we spend over 50% of our life at sea with our
mates ... so this is a little bit sad if you’re not having a
life at sea, if it’s just a workplace (P11).

Alcohol Prohibition Reduces Socialisation Officers asserted
that authorisation of alcohol in the past provided opportunities
for socialisation, as illustrated below:

If you still had your two beers a day before people run
off to the Internet, they would come in after the hot day
(P9: Yeah) on deck or down in the engine room and
have a couple of beers, have a chat, get a lot of this stuff
off their chest ‘cause there’s no, as you said there’s no
family, there’s no community on-board (P12).

More Shore Leave is Needed Participants spoke of restricted
shore leave in recent years. One officer proposed that seafar-
ing had shifted from a lifestyle to a job:

P11: ... Going to sea used to be a lifestyle decision once,
so within your lifestyle you had the social network, the
professional of your trade, and that was all rolled into
one. Now going to sea is a job, and the company has,
they’re grasping with trying to get all the benefits of
having a lifestyle person on-board, and demanding it’s
your job, whereas the employee, we’ve lost all the life-
style choices. We’ve lost all the lifestyle satisfaction,
going ashore, having a beer with your mates.

P5: There is no going ashore.

P8: Yeah.

P11: Yeah. There’s no fun.

Increased Communication with Family is Stressful The offi-
cers highlighted that increased communication with family
was causing stress, as exemplified below:

Father tell me one day, he goes when he went to sea,
there was no communication at all. He’d leave. He goes
he’d go to sea. His wife would have a drama. He’d never
know about it. She’d deal with it; have another drama;
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she’d deal with it. Then he’d come home and hear all
about it and he was at work just doing his thing, not
having to think about it. Day of Internet, now we have
to hear about all their problems at home and so we’re
stressing sort of about (P7: Yeah) their issues that we
can’t do (P8: Yeah) anything about [laugh] (P13).

Support

The Company Needs to Understand and Appreciate Seafarers
Participants discussed the need for the company to be more
understanding, as expressed by an officer:

These are seafarers running companies, and now they
have forgotten their roots. They need to get back there
and understand where we’ve come from because if there
is, if it continues like this worldwide, there will be a day
where seafarers will say “we’ll take the shores” (P10).

The officers also expressed the need for more appreciation and
recognition:

P2: ... it’s a thankless job. You do a hundred good jobs,
OK. You do one mistake, then you are totally wrong ...
P1: But it is a profession which is not, what do you call
(P6: Yes) (P9: appreciate) recognising and appreciate.

Officers Appreciate, Support, and Share Information with
Crew The officers reported appreciating, supporting, and shar-
ing information with crew, as exemplified below:

P5: I pat my guys on the back ... I say “good job” ...
P2: And to recognise the people for their good work ...
P7: So simply smile and say “hello”.

P8: Recognise if there’s something not right with
someone.

P9: Recognise yeah ...

P8: Just walking round, you can generally get a feel (P5:
Oh yeah) (P3: Try to help whenever you can), sort of,
right there’s something wrong with you.

Seafarers Work as a Team Officers emphasised the importance
of seafarers operating as a team, as illustrated below:

PI: ... out at sea it’s more of a team resilience that you
really look into because (P7: Yeah) the team gets you
through ...

P5: ... If you depend on one guy, then you’re toast.
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The officers articulated the importance of every person
on-board:

P9: This is how I explain to my guys: We are wheels. |
am captain, my responsibility higher, I am big wheel. He
is mastman, he is smaller wheel, but he’s also turning,
and we are all turning. If his one is not turning properly,
all other wheel will start suffering ...

P1: Everybody’s important on-board.

Holistic Health Programme Recommendations When asked
to provide recommendations for the company’s holistic
health programme, the officers emphasised that the pro-
gramme would be an additional job. They suggested im-
plementation of the programme by health professionals
instead. Notably, one officer reported having had more
time for the pilot resilience programme when on a longer
voyage:

P1: Yeah. It add another task, another job, which we’ll
have to take care of ...

P5: I mean this is the problem ...

P12: See recently we’ve had actual health professionals
come out and do health assessments and training and
exercises and gym programmes on-board and fitness
assessments and that.

P10: If you could arrange a (inaudible) team going ves-
sel to vessel and implementing it and educating us, it
would be great ...

P6: ... when we start resilience, we went to (country), so
it was (country) and then we manage in these two
months to do a lot. OK because (country) is a long
voyage and it was OK, I mean quiet most of the time
so, but it’s very difficult for us on-board to do this in
other circumstances.

The officers recommended adapting the pilot resilience pro-
gramme to the on-board context:

P6: And we have to be more resilient. Why? Because
(P9: Yeah) resilience programme came on-board. We
have to make it on-board. We have to do it on-board
because it was sent to us, and then we have to be
more resilient to do it without interrupting or inter-
fering too much with the ship’s life, with the resting
hours (P9: Yeah), with working hours, with every-
thing ... any system made for the shore side, it will
not fit on-board ...

PO9: It doesn’t mean that it will work on-board, yeah?
P3: It’s different.

P6: It’s must be adjusted, must be trimmed ...

Of note, as an additional suggestion in relation to support for
seafarers, two officers recommended the introduction of an
Employee Assistance Programme in the company:

P7: ... an employee assistance programme, which is usu-
ally like a toll-free phone number that basically gets you
to psychologists, you know, professionals that help with
at least directing you to resources ...

P5: the assistance you need.

P7: It wouldn’t use the resources that we are short on the
ship already ...

P5: and it’s no extra burden. It’d actually sort your prob-
lem probably.

Resilience

Seafarers Have Different Resilience The officers asserted that
resilience differed across seafarers, illustrated by an officer’s
example: “Somebody get hurt, and then you see these different
people act different, so somebody will be composed and he will
start to attend this person, and somebody will run around” (P6).
They recommended providing more training for people with
low resilience, asserting for example: “Some people needs
more training or more experience because [ was now with a
good team, and one, I mean no names, no positions, one team
member was still ... was very low resilience” (P6).

Seafarers with More Experience are more Resilient
Participants suggested that resilience increased with seafaring
experience, and that they relied on experience, as demonstrat-
ed below:

P7: Yeah. I think we always revert to what we’ve seen
before in any situation.

P4: Correct.

P7: Any stressful situation, you’ll always hear most of
us talking about our last ship, and what happened on that
ship, and comparing it to whatever problem we face ...
P5: ... We have to fall back on experience (P9: Yeah) to
help us through today ...

P1: Experience is something that you can’t buy off the
market can you? ...

P2: ... with experience, the resilience gets up.

Leaders Need Resilience in Challenging Situations Officers
indicated that leaders needed to be resilient in difficult
situations, specifying for example: “If the leader doesn’t
is not resilience to the situation, everybody else will you
know be in a panic or, so the most important is that ac-
tually the leader stay you know like calm” (P3). Another
officer recalled:
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No-one actually recognise that there was a problem be-
cause you know I just put a smile, and if I start shouting,
if I start panicking, I will just pass it to them as well you
know (P8: Yeah), so I was just trying to you know to
make the laugh, jokes you know and we solved the
problem (P9).

On-Time Relief Affects Resilience Participants emphasised that
on-time relief impacted on resilience, asserting for example:
“On-time relief will help to build up the resilience with the team
because if you work longer time, then your resilience comes
down” (P2). Notably, one officer suggested that seafarers no
longer wanted to be at sea due to the occupation transitioning
from a “lifestyle” to a “job”, which affected on-time relief:

Going on what (participant) said about the lifestyle rath-
er than our job, that’s I think sort of a big part to play of
people not turning up ... and then people getting stuck
on for longer because that’s just a job now, and no-one
wants to be there, like no-one really wants to go and do
the job, but when it was a lifestyle, people wanted to go,
you know. They were happy to go back to work, and I
think that’s gone (P12).

(3) Superintendents’ Interviews

Domains and categories for the superintendents’ interviews
are presented schematically in Fig. 3.

Fig. 3 Domains and categories

Workload

Stress and Fatigue Superintendents reported that seafarers ex-
perienced stress and fatigue, exemplified by a superinten-
dent’s reflection:

You get three months on, three months off, but the work-
load in that three months is immense ... you go home
from that situation drained because you’re on a 24 hour
call out ... you may get your night’s sleep. Quite often
you do. Sometimes you may not get it for a long period
... there are times that it all builds up (P3).

Notably, two participants reported experiencing stress as super-
intendents, asserting for example: “I didn’t know which way to
turn, work-wise. There was pressure from the ships, from the
owners, from the charterers, from my bosses, from the company
that manufacture the equipment” (P5).

More Time to Carry out Jobs is Needed Superintendents
emphasised that seafarers required more time to complete
jobs, as exemplified below:

You’ve got to manage it, and yet those of us at sea know
in that 24 hours, it basically means everybody working
flat out. You need more time. If T had more time for each
job, it would mean I could rest people sensibly. If they
decided not at that time to send a contractor if it wasn’t
particularly required, or not do all the operations at the
one go, and it gave you time. Time is always the big
stress factor. You just don’t have the time (P3).

for superintendents’ interviews WORKLOAD SAFETY SOCIAL SUPPORT
SEEE— ——
Stress and Accountability for More Good Treatment
- Fatiaue — Health and Safety Socialisation of Employees
U Causes Stress is Needed by the Company
— —
More Time to S Superintendents
Responsibility of P "+
— Carry Out Jobs — h Support and Listen
is Needed Seniors for Safety to Seafarers
- -
I\I\/II:;; Eg?r:ti\;ef Well-being and A Supportive
= & — Resilience —  Atmosphere
‘Work and Rest .
Hours is Needed Affect Safety is Important
EEE— EE—
More Personnel Listening to
— - = Seafarers is
is Needed Important
Holistic Health
— Programme
Recommendations
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More Effective Management of Work and Rest Hours is
Needed Superintendents reported the need for more effective
management of work and rest hours on-board, suggesting for
example: “We must work towards the working hours and rest
hours of the people, of the crew, because there are so many
times when crew is working, you know, more than what they
can stand” (P4). One superintendent described seafarers work-
ing for up to 16 hours per day:

I have seen people working from seven in the morning
‘til eleven in the evening, so you’re working for 14, 15,
16 hours a day ... [the company] will never propose
anybody to work beyond five ... but there have been
scenarios where people have had to do extra work be-
cause of time pressures, port arrivals (P1).

More Personnel is Needed Participants recommended an in-
crease in personnel on-board, as exemplified by a superinten-
dent’s account: “We’re very, very tightly manned, and al-
though we may have extra people compared to the competi-
tion, it just feels that everybody’s doing so much more and
rushing into it” (P2). Another participant specified:

Everybody would like to have more officers at sea, more
personnel, but I don’t think it’s ever going to happen ...
you couldn’t remain competitive and do it. I mean ev-
erybody knows that. Each chance they get, there are
people who are at sea now who say “well give us an
extra officer”, but it’s not going to happen [laugh] (P3).

Safety

Accountability for Health and Safety Causes Stress
Superintendents contended that seafarers experienced stress
due to accountability for health and safety. For example, a
superintendent asserted:

If they have an incident ... the consequences are really
sometimes we say “just”, but in some ways it can be
harsh for the people ... this anxiety is always there that
what if something goes wrong and what if you or your
fellow or if I’'m on-board if I’'m held accountable for
this? (P4)

Another superintendent proposed:
Maybe someone did get sacked because they’d had an

injury, but it wasn’t because of the injury they got
sacked. It was because of the events that led up to

[laugh] that injury or surrounding that injury, but they
don’t see that. They see, you know [gasp] if I cut my
finger, I’'m going to get sacked ... and to try and undo
that with so many people is absolutely ... a nightmare ...
The only way you can do it is just keep demonstrating
every time that there’s a fair process (P5).

Responsibility of Seniors for Safety Superintendents discussed
the responsibility of seniors for safety on-board. For example,
a superintendent recalled an incident whereby a colleague
under his supervision was injured:

That was very, very difficult for me to accept that be-
cause it was under my care, and how could this happen?
... it was many years ago so I’m not really sure how long
it affected me but even now I can remember that incident
that happened ... so that was a significant, like emotional
experience (P2).

Well-Being and Resilience Affect Safety Superintendents
asserted that safety was impacted by well-being and resilience,
as exemplified by a participant’s assertion:

To be safe in that kind of environment where even walk-
ing down the stairs could be potentially life threatening
because it’s all steel ... you need to be focused so in that
respect your physical and mental well-being always
needs to be perfect (P2).

Social

More Socialisation is Needed Superintendents reported that
more socialisation was needed on-board. They spoke of re-
duced socialisation due to the Internet and restrictions in rela-
tion to alcohol and shore leave, as illustrated by one superin-
tendent’s account:

If we’d have a tough day, a tough week, even when
the Internet came, everybody would be in the bar
after work. We’d have a couple of beers ... you
would talk about everything, and that engagement
as a team now has been lost on a lot of ships ...
the atmosphere on-board is what makes it, helps
people to work in that environment (P5).

A superintendent suggested restoring socialisation by address-
ing it at the senior level:
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This probably needs to be addressed at the senior level,
where we talk to the captains and the chief engineers,
saying “... let’s see if we all can get maybe once every
two weeks get everyone together, get a game organised
or get a movie organised” (P1).

This participant also suggested celebrating festivals on-board:
“Put that in front of captains saying that ‘let’s see if we can do
festivals as well’ because there’s so many nationalities.
There’s so many important festivals ... That does help you
know boost the morale” (P1).

Notably, two superintendents indicated that ratings had a
better social life than officers due to ratings’ fixed meal times;
their homogenous nationality; and the set-up of their mess on-
board. As stated by one participant: “For the crew, for the
Filipino lads ... they get together more as a group ... The social
interaction is gone at officer level” (P3).

Support

Good Treatment of Employees by the Company Superintendents
provided examples of good treatment of employees by the
company. For example, one participant contended:

Shell’s got their hands on in terms of well-being much
better than other shipping companies because if you go
to other shipping companies, you’ve got contracts for
six months at a time. That tends to take you away from
everything that’s happening on land, and also I believe
Shell was one of the first companies to come on with the
Internet (P1).

Superintendents Support and Listen to Seafarers
Superintendents reported supporting and listening to seafarers,
as illustrated by a superintendent’s comment:

Whenever I speak to them, they always get, you know,
“how are things? How’s the family? How are you do-
ing? How’s things on-board? Is everyone OK?”, so |
always start a conversation with that, even if it’s about
something completely different because that, it gives me
an idea of how they are, if there’s any issues ... if there is
an issue with anybody, they’ll get as much support as |
can give them (P5).

A Supportive Atmosphere is Important Superintendents
emphasised the importance of a supportive atmosphere on-
board, specifically a team environment underpinned by trust,
support, and approachability. For example, a superintendent
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suggested leadership courses for seniors on soft skills such as
building trust and support:

In a shore-based organisation, as you rise up the ranks,
there is that formal mentorship and relationship. On a
ship, your boss, your colleagues, they keep on changing
... so it’s very difficult to build that relationship or to
build that trust and take it forward and to have that
mentorship going, so people land up in roles and they
don’t have the skills to manage the soft skills, to handle
the softer parts of those roles, managing other people or
situations or conflict, and I think if we have those
courses for the seniors ... it’ll help not only those indi-
viduals, but it will also help them to treat the juniors
better ... a course in just basic leadership ... for them to
understand that the importance of building trust and
supporting each other (P2).

Listening to Seafarers is Important Superintendents highlight-
ed the importance of listening to seafarers. For example, one
superintendent stated:

Most important is considering well-being of people and
probably listening to the guys, what do they want, and
how they will do it. It is not necessary that you act on it,
but just listening to them probably gives them a morale
boost. OK there’s somebody at the other corner who’s
listening to me, and in that sense if something adverse
does happen tomorrow, he’ll probably come and share
with you, and it’ll be easier for him to overcome it, so
maybe that might give them more resilience (P1).

Holistic Health Programme Recommendations When asked to
provide recommendations for the company’s holistic health
programme, two participants suggested a social aspect in the
programme, suggesting for example: “Socialising, introduc-
ing game sessions and things like that. We can probably put
that in front of captain and chief and tell them ‘OK let’s get
this done’” (P1). Two superintendents suggested a dietary
component in the programme, as asserted by a participant:
“Do you change the food? ... for instance we did away with
alcohol and now we’re offering people free soft drinks™ (P3).
One superintendent recommended simplicity in the pro-
gramme design: “Making it very, very simple. Some of the
guys don’t have great English ... If you want them to under-
stand it, it needs to be like quite catchy and simple” (P5).
Furthermore, he suggested integrating the programme into
seafarers’ daily lives: “If it can be integrated into their daily
lives on-board a ship, that would be fantastic because then
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they would do it without any disruption ... say, you know,
getting them to interact for fifteen minutes in the morning”
(P5). As a further suggestion related to support, he recom-
mended the availability of counselling:

Support functions, you know like counselling or any-
thing like that. Maybe it needs to be a bit more adver-
tised ... because I’m sure there are a lot of people that
struggle, that don’t feel comfortable talking to people in
the team ... it’s not obvious that there is [pause] profes-
sional help (P5).

Discussion

The primary aim of this study was to explore perceptions and
experiences of well-being, resilience and stress amongst a
sample of merchant seafarers and superintendents. The discus-
sion, presented below, is not intended to be exhaustive, but to
examine several issues arising from the findings with respect
to a review of the literature. Findings of this study are inter-
woven by two critical themes: Recent changes in the working
and living conditions of seafarers, and their preference for
explicit organisational justice.

Pilot Resilience Programme and Holistic Health
Programme

With regard to the first interviews, while participants of the
pilot resilience programme reported positive perceptions and
experiences of the programme, they also expressed criticism.
Many of these criticisms were underpinned by the need to
adapt the programme to the unique on-board context.
Specifically, numerous participants reported that the personal
nature of the programme was an uncomfortable experience
on-board; a lack of time for the programme; and the need for
trained facilitators on-board. Furthermore, the need to tailor
the programme was emphasised in relation to addressing its
concurrent delivery across diverse nationalities and ranks, and
the importance of simpler English and shipping-specific ex-
amples. Notably, change of crew on-board was discussed as
an obstacle to assessing the impact of the programme and to
programme continuity.

With respect to the officers’ focus group, officers recom-
mended more training for seafarers with low resilience; how-
ever, they emphasised that the company’s holistic health pro-
gramme would be an additional job on-board. They also
recalled their need to be more resilient to implement the pilot
resilience programme without interrupting working hours.
Indeed, these assertions indicated that, paradoxically, the offi-
cers viewed health programmes as a source of stress on-board.

The officers suggested implementation of the programme by
health professionals instead.

In relation to the superintendents’ interviews, when
asked to provide recommendations for the company’s ho-
listic health programme, superintendents suggested the in-
clusion of a social aspect and a dietary component in the
programme. Of note, a participant recommended a simple
programme that used examples, which could be integrated
into seafarers’ daily lives.

Accordingly, both the first interviewees and officers re-
ferred to a lack of time to implement the pilot resilience pro-
gramme. Of note, two officers reported more time for the pilot
resilience programme on longer voyages, while another offi-
cer reported less stress on longer voyages; thereby indicating
that delivery of health programmes during longer voyages
could facilitate their implementation.

Notably, as the seafaring workforce is isolated and dis-
persed, online or computer-based psychosocial interventions
and training may be a valuable approach to health
programmes for this population. Numerous Internet-based in-
terventions have been developed and tested for common psy-
chological disorders, and research indicates that these treat-
ments frequently lead to similar outcomes as face-to-face psy-
chotherapy, alongside being cost-effective (Andersson and
Titov 2014). For example, online positive psychology inter-
ventions may be accessible, inexpensive, and scalable, with
the capacity to reach a diversity of populations (Bolier et al.
2014; Drozd et al. 2014; Redzic et al. 2014).

Recent Changes

Stress was reported by all three participant groups, i.e. first
interviews, officers’ focus group, and superintendents’ inter-
views. For example, officers reported more stress in recent
years and indicated working for ten or more hours per day.
This finding is consistent with the literature, which empha-
sises a variety of psychosocial and physical stressors experi-
enced by seafarers, including fatigue and sleep deprivation,
separation from family, loneliness, multinational crew, physi-
cal demands, and lack of recreation (Bal BesikClI et al. 2016;
Carotenuto et al. 2012; Comperatore et al. 2005; Hystad and
Eid 2016; Jepsen et al. 2015; Oldenburg et al. 2013;
Oldenburg and Jensen 2012).

Good treatment of employees by the company was
discussed by superintendents; however, participants indicated
recent changes in the company and profession. Such
economising by the company for which the participants
worked is a microcosm of cutbacks that have occurred across
the maritime sector—whereby the drive for profitability in the
shipping industry has further led to decreased personnel on-
board, longer working hours, and shorter turnaround sched-
ules in ports (Rydstedt and Lundh 2010). As indicated above,
one captain asserted: “There is a total change in this whole

@ Springer



Maritime Studies

profession. Even now, we are very much under stress”.
Similarly, a superintendent reported more stress in recent
years: “There is a lot of stress on the seafarer nowadays”.
One officer communicated changes in the occupation by spec-
ifying: “There’s no fun in our job anymore. All we’re left is
the residual stress of work, and ma’am we’re really struggling
to find out what are we doing here, you know at work?” His
observation indicated that he may have been questioning his
choice of profession—and indeed his identity as a seafarer. As
suggested by Hult and Ljung (2012), the seafaring occupation
may strongly influence identity creation. Similarly,
MacLachlan (2017a, p. 4) specifies that “with larger ships,
greater mechanisation and reduced manning levels, more is
required from seafarers and there are fewer outlets for the sort
of affiliation that sustains both a sense of collective identity
and individual worth and support™.

Both officers and superintendents emphasised the need
for more socialisation. Officers asserted that a decline in
socialisation had resulted from the prohibition of alcohol
on-board. Moreover, several officers and superintendents
reported that the introduction of the Internet had impeded
socialisation. Officers also reported the need for more
shore leave. Accordingly, participants indicated experienc-
ing stress, alongside fewer opportunities to relieve stress in
recent years due to reduced socialisation and shore leave.
These findings are congruous with the literature, which
highlights social isolation on-board (Alderton et al. 2004;
ITF Seafarers’ Trust 2017; Mission to Seafarers 2018;
Thomas 2003), alongside a lack of shore leave (Clare
2015; Kahveci 2007; Kantharia 2017; Oldenburg and
Jensen 2012; Shoretoo 2015; Walters and Bailey 2013).
Notably, the Maritime Labour Convention, in recognition
of the importance of shore leave, specifies that “seafarers
shall be granted shore leave to benefit their health and
well-being” (Regulation 2.4) (ILO 2006, p. 33).
Furthermore, seafarers’ right to shore leave has received
extra protection by amendments to the Convention on
Facilitation of International Maritime Traffic (FAL
Convention), entering globally into force as of January
2018 (IMO 2018).

Organisational Justice

The importance of organisational justice was an emerging
critical theme from the qualitative data. Recent changes in
the working and living environment on-board, such as re-
duced socialisation and shore leave, may also be a source
of perceived inequity and organisational injustice. As sug-
gested by Adams’ (1965) theory of inequity, while an in-
dividual usually makes social comparisons with another
person to determine if inequity exists, an individual may
also make comparisons with oneself in a previous job,
comparing present and past inputs and outcomes and

@ Springer

assessing if the exchange with an employer, present or past,
is equitable. Seafarers, particularly those long enough in
the profession to have witnessed significant change in re-
cent years, may therefore perceive inequity when compar-
ing working conditions now to those of the past. As
expressed by one officer:

“Now going to sea is a job, and the company has,
they’re grasping with trying to get all the benefits of
having a lifestyle person on-board, and demanding it’s
your job, whereas the employee, we’ve lost all the life-
style choices”.

Furthermore, a number of issues highlighted by participants
may be symbolic of injustice, with this perception potentially
causing more widespread frustration and discontent than nec-
essary. For example, officers communicated the need for more
appreciation. Lack of recognition for effort and performance
at work can lead to perceptions of injustice (Furnham 2012).
Simple, symbolic actions—such as expressions of gratitude
by a company—can strongly signal to employees that they
are valued (MacLachlan et al. 2010).

In the first interviews, a number of participants reported their
perception of difficult interactions with co-workers. Notably,
interpersonal justice, a form of interactional justice, signifies
being treated with respect in the workplace (MacLachlan
et al. 2010). Importantly, job satisfaction is likely to decrease
when employees perceive organisational injustice (Schultz and
Schultz 2016). Indeed, organisational justice significantly influ-
ences job satisfaction and dissatisfaction, as well as intent to
leave and broader well-being (Furnham 2012).

Limitations
Generalisability of Findings

The focus of this study has been on a single company engaged
in bulk hydrocarbon transport. Other shipping companies or
cohorts of seafarers do not necessarily share the attributes of
this company, including the routes and distances travelled, rou-
tines and procedures on-board, and the multinational nature of
the company and its high public profile, which create a specific
working and living environment on-board. It is important to
caution against extrapolating from one study across the mari-
time industry, which constitutes a wide scope of employers,
flags, States, ship types, contract types, and recruitment and
remuneration practices. Furthermore, the study’s sample was
mostly comprised of participants occupying higher positions
in the company including officers and superintendents, with
interviews conducted with only two ratings; however, notably,
focus groups with Filipino ratings in a related study are reported
elsewhere (McVeigh and MacLachlan 2019).
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This study did not comprise a large, representative sample.
As emphasised by Onwuegbuzie and Leech (2007b, p. 238),
“only when relatively large representative samples are utilised
should qualitative researchers attempt to generalise findings
across different populations (i.e. population generalisability),
locations (i.e. ecological generalisability), settings, contexts,
and/or times (i.e. temporal generalisability)”. Unless a study
comprises a representative sample, qualitative research must
therefore refrain from generalising beyond a sample to a par-
ticular population (Onwuegbuzie and Leech 2007a).
However, notably, as suggested by Corbin and Strauss
(2015), “in qualitative investigations, researchers are not so
much interested in how representative their participants are of
the larger population. The concern is more about representa-
tiveness of concepts and looking for incidents that further
develop them”. Generalisability in qualitative research may
therefore best be approached in terms of “conceptual
generalisability” (Green and Thorogood 2005).

Social Desirability

Although confidentiality was assured to participants, partici-
pation in the interviews and focus group occurred in a work
context, and participants may therefore have been less candid
than they may have been in a different context. Participants
may have deliberately or unintentionally given socially desir-
able answers (Spector 2004), including biased responses to
reflect the desired answers of the company in which they
worked. For example, as communities in LMICs are highly
dependent on the income of seafarers (Borovnik 2011), ratings
may have been vigilant about endangering their jobs by open-
ly speaking about their work experiences; however, partici-
pants seemed to be quite candid in their responses, as evi-
denced by the findings above.

Conclusion

Although depression and other forms of psychosocial distress
may be experienced individually, their causes are multifaceted
and cannot be addressed only at the level of individual func-
tioning. Importantly, factors that influence the well-being and
performance of maritime personnel are imbedded at several
levels of work, including the task, individual, team, organisa-
tion and industry (MacLachlan et al. 2013). We must address
causes of perceived injustice at the organisational and industry
levels, alongside supporting the capacity of individuals to
cope with challenging situations (MacLachlan 2017b).
Therefore, while psychological resilience training in the ship-
ping sector could support safety and strengthen the well-being
of employees (March on Stress 2013), a working environment
that is experienced as supportive and just is crucial for

individually focused psychosocial interventions to be optimal-
ly applied (McVeigh et al. 2016; MacLachlan 2017a).

Recent changes including the increasing individualisation
and decreasing socialisation of the seafaring profession may
reasonably be expected to impact on the mental health of
seafarers. As suggested by the ITF Seafarers’ Trust (2017, p.
13), “increased support for on-board communities would in-
crease coping mechanisms, emotional well-being, and social
connectedness; as well as impacting on positive mental health
outcomes”. Furthermore, with seafarers of lower ranks from
LMIC:s typically enduring the poorest terms and conditions of
employment (MacLachlan 2017a), such inequities may also
impact on their mental health. Accordingly, recent adverse
changes and organisational justice concerns in the maritime
sector indicate the need for re-evaluation by organisations and
the maritime industry of working terms and conditions for
seafarers.

The wider maritime industry prioritises “rationalisation” of
work practices and budgets, which may lead to the infringe-
ment of rights and standards for seafarers, ultimately
compromising their dignity, performance, safety, and well-
being (McVeigh and MacLachlan 2019). As indicated above,
one officer suggested that seafarers no longer wanted to be at
sea due to the occupation transitioning from a ‘lifestyle’ to a
‘job’: “No-one really wants to go and do the job, but when it
was a lifestyle, people wanted to go, you know. They were
happy to go back to work, and I think that’s gone”. Maritime
organisations, the industry and seafarers may benefit from a
supportive and just work environment, one in which seafaring
may be experienced as a rewarding profession and enjoyed
again as a way of life.
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