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Abstract Discussions surrounding the global shortage of seafarers (especially
ship officers) continue to evolve and have attracted the attention of a growing
number of researchers and industry practitioners in recent times. There is a
general consensus within the literature that ship-to-shore mobility among sea-
farers (including officers and unlicensed mariners) is increasing. Prolonging the
number of years that seafarers spend at sea and their subsequent retention is
therefore an important issue that requires further attention. This conceptual paper
(which is the product of a systematic literature review on seafarers) argues that to
effectively retain ship officers and cadets at sea, the range of factors negatively
influencing their retention must be identified and sufficiently managed by ship-
ping industry employers. The result from the synthesis of the reviewed literature
shows that the range of retention issues that shipping industry employers need to
focus on relates mostly to the following: satisfaction with job and employer,
opportunities for career progression and good working conditions. The paper also
examines the cluster of human resource practices and theories among industry
employers and how they eventually predict the mobility of seafarers to landside
jobs. Recommendations are given on how shipping industry employers may be
able to alleviate the current labour crisis within the shipping industry through
prudent retention strategies.

Keywords Seafarers . Retention . Shipping industry . Ship officers

WMU J Marit Affairs (2015) 14:141–157
DOI 10.1007/s13437-015-0078-0

L. D. Caesar (*) : S. Cahoon : J. Fei
Australian Maritime College, Maritime Way, Launceston, TAS, Australia
e-mail: dlcaesar@amc.edu.au

S. Cahoon
e-mail: s.cahoon@amc.edu.au

J. Fei
e-mail: jfei@amc.edu.au



1 Introduction—the need to improve retention

The retention of ship officers onboard vessels remains an important issue within the
seafaring sector with a reported one in ten officers leaving the industry prematurely
(BIMCO/ISF 2005). Pekcan et al. (2003) also suggest that less seafarers are staying at sea
beyond 10 years. Those who do remain may stay until retirement, yet such a category of
people is increasingly becoming rare as a result of deteriorating working conditions
onboard. Considering that it takes an average of 4 years to produce junior officers and an
additional 6 years to have them become senior officers (Eler et al. 2009), the statistic of
many seafarers leaving within 10 years (Moreby 1975; Shiptalk 2008; Ljung 2010) is
quite disturbing since most may not become masters thereby worsening the prevailing
labour crisis at the higher echelon of a ship’s crew complement (Caesar et al. 2013).

Figure 1 provides an overview of the various points along a seafarer’s career
pathway where attrition is quite evident. The first stage of exit among seafarers occurs
during the period of cadetship, and this usually happens in the first 14 months due to
the following factors:

– Inability to cope with the strenuous nature of life at sea
– Classroom learning difficulties; and
– Inhumane and unsupportive attitude from mentors at sea (Gekara 2008, 2009)

Also, attrition is prevalent among integrated ratings and cadets who progress to the
rank of junior officers (Obando-Rojas et al., 1999). The literature (see for example,
Pekcan et al. 2003; Gekara 2009; Gould 2010) suggests that all seafarers can become
shipmasters, and this is also accepted globally (Gekara 2008), but this may not be the
case at the organisational level as hiring and other human resource policies do not
favour all seafarers in terms of career progression. People sign on to become seafarers
for varying reasons that are often accompanied by different anticipated timeframes
from short, medium and to long term.

Figure 1 shows that at a certain stage in the career of seafarers, there may be a
convergence of termination factors which makes it difficult for them to become senior
officers and hence leave to landside jobs (Cahoon et al. 2014). At this stage, the seafarer
may be in their late 20s or early 30s, where externalities are also having an impact on
voluntary turnover decisions, such as becoming married, beginning a family or being
concerned about ageing parents.

Fig. 1 Points of attrition in a seafarer’s career
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In particular, the lack of career prospects features strongly among the reasons for
high attrition among cadets in traditional maritime nations (Gekara 2008, 2009) as
uncertainty of future employment demotivates them and deflates their morale to
undergo the entire training programme. In a study of Danish seafarers and
specifically officers, Haka et al. (2011) found that the major reasons for leaving
seafaring are the following: spending a long time away from home and family,
problems posed by cultural differences, isolation or loneliness among officers. Thus,
the need to improve retention among seafarers exists, and understanding the reasons for
attrition is central to finding solutions to the problem. The introductory section of this
paper highlights the seafarer shortage issue. The second section provides details on the
methodology used in analysing the data for the paper. In the third section, the reason for
which retention of seafarers is becoming difficult is outlined. In ‘Section 4’ and
‘Section 5’, the key range of retention problems for seafarers and the strategies being
used by employers to address the identified issues, respectively, are discussed. In the
final section of the paper, the conclusions are presented along with recommendations
on policy directions and the issues that need attention from future researchers.

2 Methodology

The aim of this study is to synthesise factors that significantly influence seafarer
retention. Separate searches were conducted in key academic databases such as the
Taylor and Francis Online Journals, JSTOR Online Journals, Elsevier Online Journals,
WMU Journal of Maritime Affairs Online and International Association of Maritime
Universities (IAMU) Journal Online.

Keyword search of the abstracts and titles (Bos and Tarnai 1999) of the aforemen-
tioned databases produced 108 articles. The 108 articles were reviewed for appropri-
ateness (i.e. relating directly to shortage of ship officers and factors impacting retention)
to ensure that the articles correspond with the topic (Hart 2012). This led to a reduction
of the 108 articles to 68 articles. After applying a set of predefined inclusion criteria to
the 68 articles, the number was reduced to 47. The inclusion criteria applied to the 68
articles and works are as follows: (i) those published from 1990, (ii) published in a
peer-reviewed journal and (iii) that address factors influencing the retention of sea-
farers. Articles were excluded (i) if not written in English and (ii) if they did not contain
original data.

The remaining 47 articles were further screened using content analysis to determine
which ones should be included or excluded. Frequently used as a qualitative research
technique, content analysis is also effective in reducing large sizes of data to simplify
the work of social science researchers (Krippendorff 1980; Bos and Tarnai 1999;
Mayring 2004; Kohlbacher 2006; Elo and Kyngäs 2008). It is also a powerful
technique for assessing trends and patterns in articles (Stemler 2001). Decisions made
during the content analysis for the 47 articles relate to which data to analyse, how they
should be defined, population, context, boundaries for the analysis and the outcome of
inferences to be made (Krippendorff 1980; Kohlbacher 2006).

As a result of conducting the content analysis (Elo and Kyngäs 2008), 19 articles
were identified as having the key themes relating to seafarer retention. The next stage
after identification of the 19 articles was development of the general themes using

Exploring the range of retention issues for seafarers 143



colour coding. Subthemes were then developed for coding of the information. Thus, the
steps described by Mayring (2004) for the inductive process of content analysis were
used for the analysis of data in the 19 articles. Once selected for inclusion, articles were
reviewed and variables of interest identified. Attention was paid to determine if the
variable had a positive or negative correlation to seafarer retention. As a final step, all
identified variables were assessed for commonalities in variables related to the move-
ment of seafarers from ships to landside jobs. This helped to identify and understand
the complex range of retention issues that must be addressed to prolong the number of
years that seafarers spend at sea working onboard ships before moving to landside jobs.
Thus, 19 articles in total met the predefined criteria. Data on the reasons why retention
of seafaring is becoming difficult and the factors that possibly predict the movement of
seafarers to landside jobs was extracted from the selected articles that met the
predefined criteria. Figure 2 summarises the key steps used in sampling and analysing
the articles for this paper.

3 Reasons for poor retention

The reasons for poor retention among seafarers may equally represent the key factors
identified in the literature (see for example, Mack 2007; Mitroussi 2008) as being
responsible for ship officers moving to landside jobs. These reasons as elaborated by
Barnett et al. (2006) include the following: a lack of opportunities for career progres-
sion at sea, the need for young officers to start or build a family, the sudden emergence
of landside opportunities and poor working conditions onboard (influenced by in-
creased workload, stress, loneliness, isolation and cultural diversities).

Fig. 2 Sampling and data analysis steps
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3.1 Poor HR practices of employers

Poor human resource practices could be one of the reasons why the retention of ship
officers is becoming difficult. For instance, shipping industry employers tend to stratify
their employees based on geographic origin or ethnic background, and this for some
largely influences staff promotion onboard vessels with some nationalities having pre-
eminence over others (Lane 2002; Wu 2004). Hence, for some nationalities, less
opportunity to rise up the hierarchical ladder onboard to become a senior officer
triggers their movement to land, or they may remain at sea yet unhappy, but the former
is usually the likely outcome. As per the Herzberg employee motivation model
(Herzberg et al. 1993), advancement is a key tool for retaining employees to which
seafarers are no exception (Lindgren and Nilsson 2012); hence, a lack of opportunities
for advancement onboard causes them to seek land-based careers.

Other pertinent issues that constitute poor human resource practices among shipping
industry employers and as raised by seafarers as reasons for their leaving the industry
include as follows: the ill treatment of seafarers through unfair contracts, desertion by
shipowners and salary arrears (Couper 2000), insufficient shore leave, inability to
contact families while at sea, highly pressurised working conditions and the additional
workload onboard. Also, the lack of support from shore side staff can lead to frustra-
tions for seafarers and their eventual movement to landside jobs. This problem is more
common where the shore side staff do not have a seafaring background as they are
unable to appreciate the dynamics of the job at sea (Sherar 1973). These poor human
resource practices demotivate seafarers and also lead to reduced or loss of job satisfac-
tion (Forsyth 1990; Kronberg 2011).

3.2 Generational issues

Another important issue that helps in understanding why the retention of seafarers is
challenging is the generational gap factor that influences the progressive mobility of
ship officers to landside jobs. There are differences in the level of expectations between
the younger and older generations in the seafaring industry (Cahoon and Haugstetter
2008). Many in the older generation of seafarers indicate they were lured into seafaring
by the desire for adventure due to the stories they heard from their predecessors about
foreign lands (Mack 2007). However, the emergence of skeletal ship crew onboard,
cheaper means of transportation and increased workload, means that seafaring has
ceased to be a career of adventure (Dimitrova and Blanpain 2010). Hence, the
adventure element has transformed into a subjective phenomenon that shipowners
cannot rely upon to retain crew (Horck 2010). Thus, the era where seafaring was
viewed as a lifetime profession has elapsed. The expectations of the younger generation
of ship officers differ from those of their predecessors; hence, the need for industry
employers to critically scrutinise these differences and address them is necessary to
reduce the early exit to land.

3.3 Increased demand from landside

Retaining ship officers at sea is quite difficult when one considers the increase in
demand for their operational skills among landside employers. There are many shore-
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based career positions that ship officers occupy as they move from the onshore to the
offshore sector of the maritime industry (Barnett et al. 2006). The increased demand for
the expertise of ship officers and other categories of seafarers among landside
employers is given further impetus by the relatively high remuneration rates being
offered for the positions. For instance, Wild (2012) discovered that high salary is often
offered by oil companies to attract people with seafaring experience for onshore jobs.
This serves as an additional source of competition for the already limited pool of
officers working onboard ocean-going ships.

3.4 Peculiar nature of seafaring career

The peculiar nature of working in the shipping industry constitutes one of the key
reasons why it is difficult to retain seafarers to work onboard ships (Thomas et al. 2003;
De Silva et al. 2011). All seafarers essentially share similar reasons for their departure
to land (Barnett et al. 2006), with separation from partner and family cited as the
common reason (Rochdale 1970; Barnett et al. 2006). Hence, many seafarers having
families become less satisfied with their jobs at sea, and this significantly influences
their decision to reduce years spent at sea (Forsyth 1990). According to Iversen (2011),
separation increases loneliness among seafarers and when coupled with fatigue and
stress (Parker et al. 1997) creates mental depression—a cause of suicide among
seafarers. Early researchers (Hill 1972; Moreby 1975; Forsyth and Gramling 1990)
acknowledge that separation creates disruption in family and marital life, and this is a
cause of high attrition among seafarers (Oldenburg et al. 2009; Haka et al. 2011).
Separation in itself is stressful for both seafarers and their partners, leading to the loss of
a critical psychogenic protective factor onboard (Oldenburg and Jensen 2012). Hence,
separation does affect not only the partner at sea but also the one at home (Thomas et al.
2003). According to Jeżewska and Iversen (2012), the impact created by separation of
seafarers from their families is multidimensional, and its severity is influenced by
several factors (for example, spouse, children, working conditions, contact with
family).

Thus, the uniqueness of occupations in the shipping industry partially contributes to
the difficulty in retaining people to work at sea (Moreby 1975; Oldenburg et al. 2009;
Haka et al. 2011). Other dimensions of industry’s peculiarity are stress and fatigue
which are induced by high workload, extensive paperwork and reduced crew levels.
Zaar and Hammarstedt (2012) found that stress and fatigue also contribute to the
difficulty in retaining young seafarers.

4 The range of retention issues

The 19 articles used in writing this paper cover a wide array of issues ranging from the
training and recruitment of seafarers, onboard conditions, succession planning, cadet-
ship, work-life balance among seafarers and the factors negatively and positively
affecting retention of ship officers onboard. Table 1 shows the various papers and
issues that they respectively cover. The 19 papers address the issue of shortage of
seafarers in the global shipping industry but from different perspectives, showing the
multidimensional aspect of the problem.
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Like many other business sectors, retention is a major issue within the shipping
industry. Although it is a problem that has been realised and discussed since the 1970s
and 1980s (see for example, Moreby 1975; Walton et al. 1987), not much has been

Table 1 Papers and themes

Author Themes and issues

Forsyth 1990; Caesar et al. 2013;
Fei 2013; Thomas et al. 2003;
Thai et al. 2013

These papers focus mainly on the retention of ship
officers. Primarily, factors such as working hours,
rotation systems and holidays are all important
components of the psychological contract for
seafarers. When these factors are not properly
managed, it leads to early exiting of seafarers. Also,
issues such as the separation from family, shipboard
and marital status may negatively influence
satisfaction of seafarers which may then lead to
attrition to landside jobs. The lack of work-life bal
ance, stress and spending long time away from home
negatively impacts on decisions of seafarers to pursue
other landside opportunities.

Gould 2010; Gekara 2008, 2009;
Wild 2012

All these papers cover cadetship among seafarers.
Although the studies were primarily conducted in the
UK, they essentially highlight the important aspects
of the cadet programme among seafarers.
Specifically, the challenges faced by cadets at sea are
explored. A relationship is shown between the
identified challenges and the attrition from ships to
landside careers. For instance, the negative
experiences of cadets with superiors onboard and
difficulties in learning eventually lead to their
movement from ships to pursue landside jobs. Other
issues connected to high rate of attrition among cadets
are as follows: physical confinement, restricted diet,
distanced from family and unsupportive attitudes and
hostility from mentors onboard.

De Silva et al. 2011; Eler et al. 2009;
Zaar and Hammarstedt 2012;
Shiptalk 2008; Shantanu 2010

These papers demonstrate that training is a very
important aspect of the career life of seafarers.
However, issues such as inadequate commitment to
training programmes on the part of shipowners and
lack of multiple career opportunities could force ship
officers to move to landside jobs.

Oldenburg et al. 2013; Couper 2000;
Haka et al. 2011; Zhao and
Amante 2005; Kronberg 2011

Motivating seafarers is necessary for their continued stay
at sea. These papers identify the main motivators and
demotivators of seafarers. The major demotivators are
the following: spending a long time away from home
and family, problems posed by cultural differences,
isolation or loneliness among officers. Others are as
follows: poor human resource practices (such as the
ill treatment of seafarers due to unfair contracts,
desertion from shipowners and salary arrears, lack of
shore leave, inability to contact families at home
from sea, highly pressurised working conditions and the
additional workload instigated by the emergence of
numerous international regulations) among shipping
industry employers.
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offered by way of a solution in the recent decades. The retention of maritime expertise,
particularly within the offshore sector of the shipping industry, is an increasing
challenge for industry employers. This has created a shortage of ship officers, espe-
cially for the deep-sea (blue water) segment (BIMCO/ISF 2010) of the shipping
industry. Although multiple works have been published in relation to the retention of
ship officers (Haka et al. 2011; Fei 2013; Thai et al. 2013), there is a paucity of studies
on how the factors negatively impact on the retention of ship officers and influence the
number of years they spend at sea. More importantly, there is a need for a greater
understanding of the range of retention issues in order to prolong the number of years
that ship officers spend onboard ships. Thus, this systematic review of the literature was
undertaken to identify and examine factors that contribute to the reduction in years
spent at sea by officers. Findings from this review are highly relevant towards address-
ing the complex range of issues making the retention of ship officers difficult and help
to alleviate the aforementioned global shortage of ship officers.

The environment within which seafarers primarily work is constantly changing.
These changes have both positive and negative aspects. With regard to the retention of
ship officers, some of the issues emerging in relation to the working life of seafarers at
sea could potentially predict whether they may stay onboard or move to landside jobs.
Whereas some of the issues discussed are inevitable, shipping industry employers do
have control over most and could therefore address them to improve the retention of
ship officers within the global shipping industry.

4.1 Criminalisation of seafarers

One of the key issues connected to the working life of the modern-day seafarer is
criminalisation. The criminalisation of seafarers is a very important issue within
international shipping circles due to the negative impact on the recruitment and
retention of ship officers. In recent times, there have been many unlawful arrests of
seafarers (Kirby 2011, 2012). Mitroussi (2008) found that by criminalising uninten-
tional marine pollution, the industry runs the risk of exposing seafarers to media
criticism as well as discouraging disclosure of needed feedback regarding accidents
in order to prevent their occurrence. In addition, research suggests that criminalising
seafarers will instead lead to negative repercussions for image and safety (Dekker 2003,
2011). Couper (2012) explains that seafarers who experience neglect from their
employers during periods of maritime pollution are vulnerable to both the media and
the general public.

Many cases of neglect and eventual imprisonment of ship officers have been
recorded within the literature (see for example, Gold 2004; ISF 2010). In a
compilation of the ten major maritime pollution cases recorded between 1989
and 2012 within the global shipping industry, the literature (Gold 2004; ISF 2010;
Seafarer 2011) summarises that in all ten cases, the ship masters were arrested and
imprisoned for an average of 7.5 months before release. Others spent 18 months in
gaol with the most recent sentence in the Costa Concordia’s case being 34 months
(ABC 2013). In some cases, the seafarers were not released and had their licence
temporarily suspended. There are also cases where the entire crew were neglected
and detained. Neglect from employers could probably be due to increased crewing
costs (due to criminal sanctions and insurance) associated with the criminalisation
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of seafarers (Mitroussi 2008; Martin 2011). Also, the lack of a genuine link
between shipowners and seafarers due to the prevailing involvement of manning
companies in the hiring process could trigger neglect from shipping companies
when seafarers are arrested.

The criminalisation of ship officers could potentially undermine efforts aimed
at retaining seafarers. Peachey (2007) explains that criminalisation creates a
syndrome of fear and caution among lower ranking seafarers which leads to
negative repercussions for retention. Since criminalisation negatively impacts on
the morale (Joshi 2005; Mitroussi 2008; Kirby 2012) of all categories of seafarers
(such as cadets, junior and senior officers), it could be a critical factor in making
decisions related to staying to work onboard or moving to a landside job.

4.2 Serving time and challenges of cadets

According to the STCW-95 and the 2010 Manila Amendments (Yabuki 2011), the
training and transfer of skills for seafarers are deemed inadequate until the
completion of 12/6 months compulsory onboard training (Bonnin et al. 2004).
However, the onboard aspect of seafarer training is not bereft of challenges which
negatively impacts on efforts aimed at improving retention at sea. In Gould (2010,
p. 280), the experiences of cadet officers onboard ships are described in the
following phrases, BPhysical confinement, restricted diet, distanced from family
and unsupportive attitudes and hostility from mentors onboard^. These experi-
ences largely contribute to cadet attrition (Gekara 2008, 2009) as it is in direct
opposition to their expectations—leading to a breaking of the psychological
contract (Caesar et al. 2013). Also, some cadets find working and living condi-
tions at sea unbearable hence their eventual withdrawal from training programmes
prematurely (Gekara 2010). In some countries, the plight of cadets with regard to
securing onboard training starts with difficulty in finding shipowners or crewing
agents willing to accept them. For example, Zhao and Amante (2005) found that
first-time cadets in the Philippines could spend up to 13 months in search of their
maiden job with a ship.

Zhao and Amante (2005) reported that cadets and redundant seafarers in the
Philippines and China, respectively, undergo a lot of inhumane treatment as well
as exploitation at the hands of crewing agencies, and in the case of the Philippines,
mostly at the Rizal Park in Manila in order to secure onboard jobs. Findings from
Turkey also revealed that many aspiring seafarers are exploited by extremely
influential crewing companies (called Simsars) in the process of searching for
jobs onboard ships (Parlak and Yildirim 2011). Thus, the twofold trend is that
people (cadets and other seafarers) find it difficult to secure jobs onboard ships
and also face many challenges onboard after securing the job. These circum-
stances may significantly contribute to the decision of seafarers leaving their jobs
at sea to pursue landside opportunities.

4.3 Industry regulations versus seafarer welfare

Regulations are part of the seafaring culture (Couper 2012). In recent times, the
shipping industry has been witnessing an unprecedented flurry of regulations and

Exploring the range of retention issues for seafarers 149



conventions (Shantanu 2010). Although regulations have a positive aspect (Graham
2009; Suppiah 2009b), their increased presence within the shipping industry negatively
impacts on the welfare of seafarers (Mukherjee and Mustafar 2005) and consequently
their retention onboard ships. For instance, regulations related to maritime security
were found to exacerbate isolation among seafarers (Graham 2009). In particular, post
9/11 security regulations make it difficult for seafarers to take shore leave, especially in
the US ports (Kahveci 2007). Thus, many of the regulations may eventually serve as a
hindrance to seafaring careers as they negatively impact on crew welfare (Mack 2007).
An increase in movement to landside jobs among seafarers could be indicative of
falling welfare standards onboard which may need further investigation.

Another issue with increased regulations is that it has swelled the volume of
administrative work onboard (Suppiah 2009a) for ship officers who have to comply
with the many international maritime conventions. This was found to greatly
demotivate ship officers and lead to their eventual exit, as increased workload breeds
fatigue and fear of being penalised if the rules are inadvertently flouted (Bhattacharya
2009; Knudsen 2009; Haka et al. 2011). Furthermore, Cremers (2010) explains that too
much paperwork may be inimical to the retention of young seafarers to whom ship
officers sometimes delegate clerical tasks.

4.4 Shipboard technology and reduced crew size

Technology has been instrumental in the development of society, with specific evidence
also found within the shipping industry (Winchester 2005). For economic reasons (see
for example, Marlow and Mitroussi 2012; McLaughlin 2012; Silos et al. 2012), many
shipowners are reducing the size of crew onboard their ships, and shipboard technology
is playing a greater role in that regard (Bloor et al. 2000; Grey 2003). Oldenburg and
Jensen (2012) show how crew size has been reduced from 30 to 24 onboard container
vessels, with some owners being only prevented by maintenance tasks and not regu-
lations, from reducing their crew to 14.

Couper (2000) argues that using technology to reduce the size of a ship’s crew leads
to low morale among seafarers. A more credible explanation for this argument is that
increased shipboard automation (especially in the engine room and on the bridge) has
led to a rather monotonous work schedule for seafarers (Cahoon and Haugstetter 2008).
Such a working routine breeds boredom which leads to a loss of job satisfaction for
seafarers (Branch 2007). This then undermines efforts aimed at improving their
retention and may translate into a decision to quit working onboard to pursue landside
opportunities.

4.5 Workplace health and safety issues onboard ships

Workplace health and safety issues also constitute another important factor in the
working life of seafarers, and there are many concerns in this regard that could
influence their movement to landside jobs (Oldenburg et al. 2013). Concerns regarding
the health of seafarers have long been an issue, and the ship has remained one of the
most dangerous workplaces (Sampson and Thomas 2003; Jaremin et al. 2006).
Consequently, seafaring is regarded as one of the most hazardous occupations in the
world (Oldenburg and Jensen 2012), with suboptimal labour conditions (Bauer 2008),
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especially on Flag of Convenience (FOC) vessels where insufficient compensation
constitutes one of the various forms of seafarer rights abuse (Bloor et al. 2000;
MarineInsight 2011). Seafaring is an occupation that has always been associated with
high risks due to shore and shipboard exposure (Bloor et al. 2000). An example can be
cited of the exposure of seafarers to vessel engine room sound and vibrations as well as
noise created by direct and indirect shipboard operations (Oldenburg and Jensen 2012).
Such exposures result in disruption of the rest period of seafarers onboard and
aggravate fatigue with associated health ramifications (Kaerlev et al. (2008). A thor-
ough understanding of the sources of health hazards among seafarers is needed if
shipping industry employers are to introduce measures to effectively address health-
related concerns that departing seafarers may raise as their reasons for moving from sea
to shore.

Pressure from tight and long hours of working schedules has become a common
feature in the operation of modern vessels (Suppiah 2009b) with its attendant erratic
sleep pattern among seafarers. This leads to disruption of the circadian rhythm
(Spurgeon and Harrington 2001) which may have health implications for seafarers or
increase the likelihood of accidents and onboard injuries (Wadsworth et al. 2008).
Thus, the shift work system operated onboard ships results in a physiological conflict
between sleeping or waking (Miller and Nguyen 2003). It means that while seafarers
are working at night, their biological rhythm of their body may be demanding rest. All
the foregoing conditions discussed could be a source of concern to serving seafarers
and possibly influence their decision to move to landside jobs.

4.6 The scourge of piracy

Piracy is among the numerous challenges confronting the shipping industry. It is a
thorny issue that is of key concern for seafarers, their families and the international
maritime community (Mitropoulos 2011). It is also a major source of health risks
among seafarers (Jeżewska and Iversen 2012). Koh (2012) concludes that piracy
discourages existing seafarers from continuing a career in seafaring. Piracy could
therefore be one of the potential predictors of high ship-to-shore mobility among
seafarers.

5 Strategies

In the general human resource literature, 12 key factors are identified as being central to
the retention of staff in organisations (Hausknecht et al. 2009). Although shipping
industry employers tend to implement several strategies to address ship officer attrition
and to improve retention (Wiseman 2004; Bajpaee 2005; Holder 2005), the impact
made is quite insignificant due to many gaps and inadequacies. As presented in Fig. 3,
the retention strategies of shipping industry employers are limited in a number of ways
when compared to other industries. There is therefore a need for refocusing. The efforts
of shipping industry employers need to be directed towards improving the working
conditions of seafarers onboard at sea and refining existing hiring policies that do not
favour seafarers from certain ethnic backgrounds. There is also a need to improve the
relationship between shipping companies and seafarers.
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6 Conclusions

Improving the retention of seafarers requires multiple approaches. Several propo-
sitions have emerged from the existing literature as measures that labour stake-
holders within the shipping industry can employ to specifically address the problem
of high mobility among ship officers and improve retention of seafarers in general.
The most common ones include as follows: improving welfare and working con-
ditions, funding of training and skill development as well as mapping out a long-
term career plan for seafarers (Watchkeeper 2003; Wiseman 2004; Bajpaee 2005;
Holder 2005; Horck 2005). According to Nigel (2008), the provision of attractive
remuneration and adequate motivation is used by some ship management compa-
nies in a bid to improve retention among crew (Mitroussi and Notteboom 2012).
Studies have however confirmed that organisations cannot rely on monetary re-
wards alone to achieve the desired level of retention among staff; it is practically
inadequate in the face of growing complexities. This is even truer for shipping, an
industry with peculiar realities.

The following propositions (given in Fig. 4) are suggested from both the academic
and practical perspectives towards an improvement in the retention of seafarers. From
an industry perspective, it is important that measures used for both the hiring and
retention of seafarers must focus on motivating seafarers to stay longer at sea as well as
improve the working conditions onboard ships. Also crew welfare needs to be

Fig. 3 Gaps in retention strategies of shipping industry employers
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improved through the refinement of organisational policies that are discriminatory
towards seafarers. Furthermore, better management of the relationship between ship-
owners and seafarers is needed to improve retention.

Unfavourable working conditions onboard ships have led to dwindling interest in
the seafaring profession among inhabitants of OECD countries as it is negatively
affecting the attraction and recruitment of young people into the seafaring career. To
attract young people into the maritime industry, there is a need for improvement in
working conditions onboard ships in order to meet the expectations of the current
generation of jobseekers. This should practically focus on the following areas:
reducing long duty periods at sea and proportionately matching it with vacation
periods without resorting to reduced salary, improving internet access, improving
accommodation onboard, encouraging and increasing female presence onboard
ships as well enhancing job security through improved social security initiatives.
Working conditions at sea onboard ships may conflict with the expectations of
seafarers and reasons why people take up a career in seafaring. Thus, shipping
industry employers need to know the kind of people they are recruiting in order to
effectively manage their expectations, and this requires a thorough understanding of
the reasons and factors influencing people to enter into seafaring. Thus, improving
working conditions onboard ships is essentially paramount for the retention of ship
officers at sea.

To further obtain a clearer understanding of how the identified factors individually
and collectively impact on the movement of seafarers from ships to landside jobs,
future research must be aimed collecting empirical data on the predictive power of the
identified factors through a web-based survey of seafarers. Given that seafarers are
usually working far away from home, mail surveys may not be effective as web-based
survey since most of them are now able to access internet connections onboard ship.
Furthermore, industry interviews could be conducted for managers of seafarers to
collect qualitative data to help articulate the range of retention issues and adequately
explain the attrition process among seafarers.

Fig. 4 Measures to improve retention of seafarers
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