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A B S T R A C T   

Bringing together researchers from across the social sciences, this special issue provides insights on the socio-
logical, socio-technical, psychological and health-related aspects of living and working on board today’s inter-
national merchant vessels. Most of the articles are based on presentations at the Visby Maritime Symposium, 
“International Merchant Shipping in the 21st century: Social Science Perspectives on Opportunities and Chal-
lenges”, held on 10–12 October 2018 in Visby, Sweden. This introduction summarizes some of the ideas and 
insights emerging from the contributions.   

The last few decades have not only seen the globalization of labor 
markets in world shipping [1,2], but also a breath taking number of 
technological breakthroughs in a range of fields, including artificial 
intelligence, information technology, 3D printing and robotics, to name 
but a few. In international merchant shipping, plans are underway for, 
among others, sea traffic management, blockchain technology, 
shore-controlled shipping operations, and remotely-controlled, auto-
mated or even fully autonomous vessels [3,4]. These developments have 
the potential to affect the work of seafarers in profound and unexpected 
ways. However, while much attention has been devoted to these tech-
nological developments, as well as to their consequences for aspects 
such as ship design, port infrastructure, and maritime economics, the 
implications for those employed in the shipping industry, whether on 
shore or at sea, are not yet well understood. 

1. The Visby Maritime Symposium 

This special issue brings together articles by researchers from across 
the social sciences in order to provide insights on sociological, socio- 
technical, psychological and health-related aspects of living and work-
ing on-board merchant vessels. Most of the articles in this special issue 
are based on presentations at the Visby Maritime Symposium, 

“International Merchant Shipping in the 21st century: Social Science 
Perspectives on Opportunities and Challenges”, held on 10–12 October 
2018 in Visby, Sweden. The Symposium was organized by Birgit 
Pauksztat (Uppsala University, Sweden), Claire Pekcan (Safe Marine, 
United Kingdom) and Mike Barnett (MLB Maritime Services, United 
Kingdom), with support from Stiftelsen Sveriges Sjömanshus, the Na-
tional Maritime College of Ireland, and Uppsala University/Campus 
Gotland. 

The purpose of the Symposium was to bring together researchers 
from different areas in the social sciences to present their current 
research, and to discuss developments in the shipping industry and their 
impact on those employed there. The presentations at the Symposium 
reflected the range and diversity of social science research in this area, 
both with regard to research methods (e.g., ethnography, survey 
research, register-based research, mathematical modelling) and topics. 
Presentations addressed everyday life and work on board, including 
topics such as leadership, cooperation, trust, identity and security. 
Safety on board and different aspects of health and welfare were 
recurring themes across many of the presentations. 

The keynote addresses by Peter Swift (Director of Ardmore Shipping 
Corporation & Vice Chairman of the Sailors’ Society, United Kingdom), 
Tommy Olofsen (Chief Commercial Officer, OSM Maritime Group, 
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Norway) and Vaughan Pomeroy (former Technical Director, Lloyd’s 
Register, United Kingdom) provided insightful perspectives on both 
current and future developments in the shipping industry. These ranged 
from increasing public and legislative attention to questions of envi-
ronmental protection and sustainability, to the impact of digitalization 
and the development of different types of remotely-controlled, auto-
mated and autonomous vessels. The keynote addresses also highlighted 
implications for seafarers and shore-based personnel in the sector, such 
as challenges regarding maritime education and training, the need for 
cooperation in small teams, technology-mediated cooperation among 
people in different locations, and implications for welfare. 

2. This special issue: the social and institutional embeddedness 
of seafarers’ wellbeing and safety on board 

The papers in this special issue of Marine Policy originated mainly, 
but not entirely, from the Visby Maritime Symposium. One of the papers 
presented had already been submitted for publication [5], and one team 
of researchers instead contributed an article based on a more recent 
research project [6]. 

Central themes in the articles in this special issue are seafarers’ 
health and wellbeing [7–9], rest hours [6,10], social interactions on 
board [11] and safety [12]. Taken together, the articles emphasize the 
need to pay attention not only to individuals’ personal characteristics in 
order to understand their attitudes and behaviors, but also to their social 
embeddedness in interpersonal relationships [7,11] and the institutional 
context [6,8–10,12]. 

Pauksztat [11] and Jensen [7] explore the embeddedness of seafarers 
in ongoing interpersonal interactions on board and at home, respec-
tively. Pauksztat [11] shows that communication about work-related 
problems on board partly followed the formal organizational structure 
(i.e., individuals brought up problems or made suggestions to direct 
supervisors or team members), but it was also shaped by friendship re-
lations. Friendship was more likely among those with the same first 
language, and among those whose language skills and/or work tasks on 
board facilitated informal communication with each other. While pre-
vious studies have typically examined informal social relations in rela-
tion to wellbeing and mental health [13], this study suggests that 
interpersonal social relations affect not only individual seafarers’ per-
sonal wellbeing, but they also have consequences for the crew’s 
communication and, hence, collaboration and safety. Supporting 
informal interactions and team building thus provides a way of 
enhancing the safety culture on board [14]. 

Seafarers are not only embedded in networks of interpersonal re-
lations with fellow crew members. Over the last two decades, an 
increasing number of studies have addressed relations between seafarers 
and their friends and families at home, and highlighted the importance 
of these relations for seafarers (e.g., [15,16]). Based on an ethnographic 
study, Jensen [7] extends this line of research by examining the ways in 
which digital connectivity enables and constrains communication with 
family and friends at home, and how this shapes seafarers’ sense of 
identity and security on board. In this way, maintaining their connec-
tions with family and friends at home is crucial for the wellbeing of 
seafarers as well as for their families [17,18]. 

The studies by Zhao et al. [8] and Herttua et al. [9] draw attention to 
the importance of shore-based institutions and services for seafarers’ 
health and wellbeing. As one of the few studies of port-based welfare 
services for seafarers, the article by Zhao et al. [8] traces the historical 
development of the institutional welfare services provided for seafarers 
in Chinese ports, and analyses the structure, policy and practice of 
welfare support for seafarers in today’s ports in China. The study shows 
that for seafarers, port visits fulfilled important purposes for medical 
care, for recreation, and for making personal purchases. Moreover, 
many respondents reported that they used port visits to maintain contact 
with their families using shore-based telephone or Internet services, 
which often were less costly than onboard facilities. Thus shore visits 

contributed both to the physical and mental wellbeing of seafarers. 
In the study by Herttua et al. [9], the focus is on evacuations of 

seafarers for medical treatment ashore. In their register-based study of 
Danish-flagged vessels, they found that evacuations were due to injuries 
and other external causes, as well as diseases of the circulatory system, 
diseases of the digestive system and other causes. Seafarers who were 
older, non-Danish EU nationals and who worked as non-officers were at 
a higher risk of evacuation. While the risk for certain diseases is asso-
ciated with age, risk factors associated with work tasks and life style, as 
well as differences in the quality and standards of medical examinations 
may play a role as well. Moreover, it is possible that some seafarers, 
fearing negative consequences for their future employment, might not 
seek treatment until their illness or injury has developed into a serious 
condition requiring evacuation. This suggests that industry practices 
may have direct and indirect consequences for seafarers’ health and 
wellbeing. 

The impact of industry regulations and practices on seafarers’ work 
and lives on board is the focus of the studies by Van Leeuwen et al. [10], 
Baumler et al. [6] and Størkersen [12]. In their study, Van Leeuwen et al. 
[10] examine the effects of different watch keeping schedules on watch 
keepers’ sleep duration and sleepiness. Lack of sleep, chronic fatigue, 
and acute fatigue or sleepiness have been linked to seafarers’ health as 
well as to accidents and injuries [19]. The amount and quality of sleep 
that seafarers get during a tour of duty depends on a number of factors 
[5,20–24], including watch keeping schedules. Using mathematical 
modelling, Van Leeuwen et al. [10] compare the effects of different 
watch keeping schedules, taking into account individual differences in 
chronotype. They conclude that 3-watch systems have clear advantages 
over 2-watch systems, although individual differences in chronotype 
and practical constraints make it difficult to identify a perfect system 
that fits all. 

As part of the effort to monitor and ensure that seafarers get a min-
imum amount of rest hours, crews are required to keep records of actual 
work and rest hours. However, records may not always be accurate [25], 
and work hours surpassing legal limits may remain unreported [26]. In 
their interview study, Baumler et al. [6] explore the reasons for sea-
farers’ adjustment of work and rest hour records. They identified several 
reasons that might lead seafarers to put the “ship first” and adjust re-
cords to hide violations from third parties. First, if discovered, violations 
might not only affect the reputation of the company and the ship, but 
could also subject the ship and her crew to further scrutiny. Second, 
violations might lead to increased pressure and sanctions by the com-
pany, with negative consequences for crew members’ future careers and 
employment opportunities. 

Building on insights from research on safety management, Størkersen 
[12] considers their implications for the safety management of remotely 
controlled vessels in the future. Although time scales and technological 
solutions may differ between different sectors of the shipping industry 
[27], new technologies may not necessarily reduce the risk involved in 
shipping, but shift it to different stages (e.g., technology development) 
or to different parts of the system (e.g., shore-based control centers) 
[28–30]. New technologies entail their own risks, as does the interaction 
between different technological systems [30,31]. Consequently, safety 
management will remain essential to ensure the safe operation of ves-
sels. In her study, Størkersen [12] identifies key challenges for safety 
management related to procedures, harmonization of procedures be-
tween professions, and documentation, and develops recommendations 
for addressing these challenges. 

3. Thoughts for future research 

Størkersen [12], as well as other papers in this special issue, suggest 
that in addition to individuals’ interactions with technology, it will be 
important to take into account social dynamics, which may give rise to 
unforeseen, emergent properties of the human-technology system (cf. 
[32]). This could include ways in which people use technology, adapt 
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their behavior to the technology or (vice versa) adapt the technology to 
achieve their goals, and handle situations where technology does not 
function as intended (cf. Jensen [7] for an example in relation to digital 
connectivity, and Baumler et al. [6] for an example regarding record 
keeping systems). This will also have implications for education, 
training and careers, although these questions were beyond the scope of 
the Symposium and this special issue. 

Another important area for future research will be the impact of 
technological developments on health and welfare among those 
employed in the shipping industry at sea and on shore, as well as their 
families and communities. Previous research on welfare has mapped the 
incidence of certain illnesses, as well as accident and deaths among 
seafarers, in comparison with the general population. However, as the 
current pandemic has made clear, seafarers do not only play a key role in 
upholding international trade, but they are also dependent on national 
and international transport and regulations, for instance with regard to 
crew changes or for access to shore-based services and supplies. Hence 
there is a need to consider and improve the interplay of different actors 
and institutions in promoting seafarers’ health and wellbeing. 
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