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Executive Summary
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The Officers’ Union of International Seamen (OUIS) commissioned the 
World Maritime University (WMU) to conduct the Work & Health Balance 
at Sea (WHEAB) project to examine some dimensions of seafarers’ 
working lives.

Building on exploratory interviews, a survey was designed and administered. The current 
report presents findings on work pattern (onboard and home periods), working hours, 
work-related stress, safety management system, shore leave, mental well-being, and 
career intention.

The survey gathered responses from 4,372 seafarers, mainly from India (n=1,098; 
25.1%), the Philippines (n=690; 15.8%), the United States (U.S.) (n=501; 11.5%), and other 
worldwide regions (n=2,083; 47.6%). The overrepresentation of U.S. seafarers, especially 
at higher ranks, was intentional, as this group was the primary target. 

Key findings for U.S. seafarers compared to the total sample are summarised below:

Work pattern
U.S. seafarers averaged 3.7 months per contract and expressed a preference for shorter 
onboard periods (2.8 months). For comparison, the global average was 5.7 months 
onboard period, with a preferred period of 4.5 months.

On average, U.S. seafarers spent about 6.5 months at sea per year, but would 
appreciate a 13% reduction in their annual sea time. On the other hand, the world 
average was reported at 7.3 months at sea per year.

Working hours
U.S. seafarers reported the longest weekly hours (79 hours per week), with 94.8% 
having no weekly day off. The global average was 71.3 hours per week, with 86.2% of 
seafarers having no day off per week. 

About half of U.S. seafarers (52.9%) admitted adjusting work/rest records to cover the 
violation. In the overall sample, 64.0% of seafarers reported adjusting their records, 
demonstrating a stark stability over the last two decades. 

On a yearly basis, seafarers reported working more or far more than their shore 
counterparts. U.S. seafarers reported working an average of 2,225 hours per year, 
which is similar to global seafarers (2,275 hours) but 26.1% higher than the average U.S. 
shore workers (1,765 hours per year).
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Work-related stress
U.S. seafarers reported marginally higher stress levels than other groups. Worryingly, one-
third of U.S. seafarers exhibited stress levels considered severe and potentially dangerous 
(33.9%), close to the global average of 32.8%.

U.S. seafarers identified ship inspections as the primary stressor, followed by onboard 
administrative duties, company communication, and port-related activities. This order of 
stressors was quasi-similar for all seafarers.

Safety Management System (SMS)
U.S. seafarers reported the most negative experiences across all measured SMS 
dimensions compared to other groups.

79.0% of U.S. respondents declared their SMS as too long, compared to 66.0% of the 
total sample. 

Two-thirds (66.3%) of U.S. seafarers found SMS procedures generic and not ship-specific; 
similarly, 60.6% of global seafarers confirmed this.

71.0% of U.S. seafarers reported that their SMS did not reflect shipboard realities, 
considerably higher than the global average (45.1%).  

Furthermore, 68.6% of U.S. seafarers considered SMS difficult and paperwork excessively 
time-consuming, compared to 59.3% globally.  

About half (51.6%) of U.S. seafarers had submitted feedback to improve SMS; among them, 
64.9% reported that their input was not taken seriously. Globally, 48.2% reported that their 
input was not considered.

Shore leave
While shore leave access seemed comparatively better for U.S. seafarers than for 
seafarers overall, it remained severely restricted in both groups, with 68.5% vs. 76.9% 
reporting that they never or rarely go ashore. 

Workload and insufficient port time remained the top barriers across the U.S. and other groups.

Mental well-being
The WHO-5 questionnaire revealed that nearly half (48.2%) of U.S. seafarers reported 
poor mental well-being, well above the average (37.2%) and the general population.
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Career intention
Worryingly, nearly half of the whole sample expressed the intention to quit seafaring 
within the next five years by exhibiting various stages of preparation.

Less than half of U.S. seafarers (40.2%) intended to stay in a sea career over the next five 
years, slightly lower than the overall sample (45.2%). 

Notably, poor mental health was commonly reported by U.S. seafarers planning to quit 
(65.3%) compared to those intending to stay (34.9%).

While U.S. seafarers benefit from shorter contracts, this advantage is hampered by 
excessive workloads, demanding administrative burdens, extended work hours, high work 
stress, and severely limited shore leave. The combined effects of inspection pressure, 
administrative burden, and challenging communication with companies dangerously 
elevate unsustainable stress levels among seafarers, particularly U.S. seafarers. The 
impacts of such high stress are confirmed by widespread reports of poor mental well-
being, potentially leading to mental health troubles. 

Work-related factors and dissatisfaction with well-being trigger an alarming response 
among seafarers, with nearly half intending to exit the industry in the near future. 

Addressing job stress and pressure is critical to safeguarding seafarers’ health and well-
being and to ensuring the sustainability of the maritime workforce. 

Without serious, immediate consideration for seafarers’ welfare, the shipping industry as 
a whole, and the U.S. maritime sector in particular, may face a recruitment crisis and the 
loss of vital operational know-how.
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This report presents survey findings from Phase Two of the Work & Health Balance at 
Sea (WHEAB) project and builds on the interview results from Phase One1. 

Together, these two phases report the findings of the one-year project funded by 
the Officers’ Union of International Seamen (OUIS) and undertaken by the World 
Maritime University (WMU).

The study focused on several interrelated areas that were explored during Phase 
One and quantified in Phase Two.

1  Full details of the interview process and findings are available on the ‘Phase One’ report: https://commons.
wmu.se/lib_reports/94

mailto:https://commons.wmu.se/lib_reports/94?subject=
mailto:https://commons.wmu.se/lib_reports/94?subject=
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Methods
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WMU developed an online survey based on the Phase One interview findings. 

While areas such as work pattern (onboard and home periods), hours of work and rest, 
Safety Management System (SMS), shore leave, and career intention were retained and 
assessed through ad-hoc survey questions, two changes were introduced: 

•	 First, time pressure was replaced with a broader, validated workplace stress scale [1]. 
This scale comprises eight questions on a five-point Likert scale. Scores ranging 
from 1 to 20 indicate low stress, while scores from 21 to 40 indicate moderate to 
potentially dangerous levels of stress. 

•	 Second, mental well-being was assessed using the validated World Health 
Organization-five well-being (WHO-5) index [2]. It includes five questions rated on  
a six-point Likert scale (0–5). Raw scores, ranging from 0 (worst possible mental 
well-being) to 25 (best), are converted to a percentage by multiplying by four.  
“A percentage score below 50 (or a raw score below 13) has been suggested as  
a cut-off for poor mental well-being and as an indication for further assessment for 
the possible presence of a mental health condition.”  

Finally, the survey covered the following domains, presented in Section 3 below in sequence:

•	 work pattern (onboard and home periods);
•	 working hours;
•	 work-related stress;
•	 SMS;
•	 shore leave;
•	 mental well-being; and 
•	 career intention.

These areas were primarily queried using closed-ended questions, with open-ended 
items capturing qualitative insights at the end of each section. All questions were 
voluntary, except those related to socio-demographic and work characteristics. 

Two maritime experts reviewed the survey, and OUIS agreed on the proposed content 
prior to dissemination.

Ethical approval was obtained from the WMU Research Ethics Committee (REC) 
[Approval No. REC-25-132(R)]. Participation required informed consent, and anonymity 
was safeguarded by omitting personal identifiers and using the Response Assurance 
Anonymity (RAA) feature in the survey tool ‘QuestionPro.’

Eligibility was restricted to seafarers who had sailed in 2013 or later or were currently 
working at sea. 

The survey was promoted through social media channels and with the support of  
many organisations. 

The survey was made available in English and Chinese2 and remained open from 
February to July 2025. 

2  The Chinese version was added later to encourage responses from Chinese seafarers.
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In total, 6,307 surveys were initiated and systematically screened in SPSS (version 
29.0.0.0 - 241). A thorough screening identified valid responses (See Table 1). For 
each question, valid responses are reported as ‘n,’ as some participants skipped 
items due to the survey’s voluntary nature.

Table 1: Survey data screening steps

No. Steps Excluded responses Remaining responses

0 Number of surveys initiated – 6,307

1 Only clicked on the survey link 1,267 5,040

2 Declined to respond 53 4,897

3 Answered only questions on 
socio-demographics and work 
characteristics

526 4,461

4 Gave unusual response/ Straight-
lined through all Likert responses

89 4,372

Finally, the analysis was based on 4,372 responses, representing 11.5 times the 
recommended sample size for the seafaring population, thereby strengthening the 
validity of the study’s findings [3]—[5].

3.1 Seafarers’ socio-
demographic and work-
related characteristics 
Respondents represented 99 nationalities, with 84.4% from the top 15. The three largest 
groups were from India (25.1%), the Philippines (15.8%), and the United States (U.S.) 
(11.5%) (see Table 2). This high number of U.S. seafarers was the result of a targeted 
effort, as the commissioning organisation expected a specific focus on this group. 

As this study focuses on U.S. seafarers, comparisons are presented with the two 
most represented nations—India and the Philippines, both of which are among the 
world’s largest seafaring nations—as well as the overall/whole sample [6], [7].

Female participation was highest among U.S. respondents (11.8%), followed by 1.6% 
in the Philippines, and 0.5% in India. 

Age patterns also diverged: U.S. seafarers were generally older, with more than one-
fifth above 60 years old, while over 70% of Indian and Filipino seafarers were under 
40 years old.
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Experience levels reflected these age differences. A quarter (25.1%) of U.S. 
respondents had more than 30 years at sea, compared with only 6-7% in India and 
the Philippines. At the other end, over 40% of Indian and Filipino respondents had 
less than 10 years of experience, compared with about one-third of the U.S. sample.

Rank distribution also varied. U.S. respondents had a higher proportion of captains 
(20.2%) and chief engineers (16.2%), while Indian and Filipino respondents were 
more often engineers, deck officers, or ratings.

Employment status showed further contrasts. A large majority of Filipino respondents 
(82.3%) were currently on board, compared with 42.3% of Americans and about one-
third of Indians. The U.S. group had the highest share of respondents out of contract 
or unemployed (18.0%), and the highest proportion working ashore (11.2%).

Finally, vessel type differed across countries. Cargo ships were the most common 
among U.S. respondents (60.3%), whereas tankers accounted for nearly two-thirds 
of responses from Indians and Filipinos. Passenger, offshore, and service vessels 
were smaller segments but more common among U.S. seafarers.

3.2 Report structure 
Considering that the research project collected both quantitative and qualitative 
data, each section integrates this diversity of data sources and follows the sequence 
outlined below:

a.	 Key findings.

b.	 Quantitative data provides numerical results. To identify similarities and 
differences, U.S. seafarers’ responses (the primary focus of this report) are 
compared with those of the two largest respondent groups (India and the 
Philippines) and with the overall/whole sample.

c.	 Qualitative data is included in boxed sections presenting supplementary insights 
from Phase One interviews and open-ended survey comments, where available.

d.	 Related literature: When relevant, findings are contextualised through 
comparison with existing research.

e.	 Remarks: Whenever deemed necessary, additional remarks were included.
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Table 2: Respondents’ socio-demographic and work-related characteristics

United 
States 
(n=501, 11.5%)

India  
(n=1,098, 
25.1%)

Philippines 
(n=690, 
15.8%)

Others 
(n=2,083, 
47.6%)

Total  
(n=4,372, 
100%)

Characteristics (%) (%) (%) (%) (%)

Age group (years)
18 or younger - - - 0.1 Less than 0.1

More than 18 to 30 21.6 27.1 27.7 20.4 23.4

More than 30 to 40 22.8 44.3 36.7 37.8 37.5

More than 40 to 50 17.8 18.8 22.9 21.9 20.8

More than 50 to 60 16.8 7.1 9.6 13.0 11.4

More than 60 21.2 2.7 3.2 6.8 6.9

Gender
Female 11.8 0.5 1.6 5.6 4.4

Male 87.4 99.1 96.5 93.8 94.8

Prefer not to say 0.8 0.5 1.9 0.6 0.8

Seafaring experience (years)
10 or less 32.1 42.4 43.8 36.3 38.5

More than 10 to 20 24.8 36.7 34.5 35.8 34.5

More than 20 to 30 18.0 14.6 15.4 15.8 15.7

More than 30 25.1 6.3 6.4 12.2 11.3

Rank
Captain 20.2 13.2 9.0 25.2 19.0

Deck officer 37.5 35.1 32.3 35.4 35.0

Deck rating 4.8 15.8 24.6 4.3 10.5

Chief engineer 16.2 5.9 4.1 11.4 9.4

Engineer 20.0 22.1 14.5 19.6 19.5

Engine rating 0.2 4.7 7.8 1.8 3.3

Catering 0.4 2.7 7.1 1.0 2.3

Others 0.8 0.4 0.6 1.3 0.9

Work status
On board 42.3 33.7 82.3 53.9 52.0

On leave 28.5 57.1 9.6 24.0 30.5

Out of contract/
Unemployed

18.0 4.8 6.1 12.1 10.0

Working ashore 11.2 4.4 2.0 10.1 7.5

Ship type
Cargo ship 60.3 33.2 31.4 35.2 37.0

Tanker 18.0 64.4 66.1 36.4 46.0

Passenger 4.4 0.8 1.6 7.7 4.6

Offshore 5.4 1.2 0.4 9.0 5.3

Service & auxiliary 4.4 0.2 0.4 9.1 5.0

Others 7.6 0.2 - 2.6 2.2
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3.3 Work pattern  
(Onboard and home periods) 
Studying seafarers’ work patterns is a necessity to:

•	 Identify the current situation and trends; 

•	 Prevent fatigue and related safety and operational risks;

•	 Avoid accidents disrupting global supply chains; 

•	 Preserve well-being and welfare of seafarers;

•	 Protect their bodies and minds from excessive periods at sea; and

•	 Attract and retain seafarers.

Ultimately, it is about recognising that occupational health and safety, and the well-
being of seafarers, are inextricably connected to their work patterns.

Highlights about the work pattern
For the whole sample, the onboard period was 5.7 months on average. All 
seafarers expressed a preference for a reduction in their periods onboard. 
National variations were noticeable for both the current period on board and the 
proposed time reductions. In this respect, the expected reduction ranged from 
15 to 25%.

•	 U.S. seafarers had the shortest actual contracts (3.7 months) and preferred 
2.8-month contracts, a 24.8% reduction.

•	 Indian seafarers had actual contracts averaging 6.1 months and preferred 
4.8-month contracts, a 22.3% reduction.

•	 Filipino seafarers had the longest actual contracts (7.2 months) and preferred 
6.1-month contracts, a 15.1% reduction.

Work-life balance was most even among U.S. seafarers, with an onboard-to-
home ratio of 1.13 (3.7:3.2), and the least balanced among Filipino seafarers, with 
a ratio of 1.70 (7.2:4.2).

All seafarers preferred a 10-13% reduction in their current annual working months 
at sea.
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3.3.1 Onboard and home periods 

Actual onboard period
Figure 1a and 1b show single onboard periods3: 

•	 Globally, the average onboard period was 5.7 months (5.65);

•	 U.S. seafarers reported the shortest onboard contract periods (3.7 months on 
average) and 79.1% served for 1-4 months;

•	 Indian seafarers averaged 6.1 months onboard periods, with a significant portion 
(80.0%) of contracts lasting between 4 and 8 months on board; and

•	 Filipino seafarers’ average onboard period was 7.2 months. A significant portion 
(80.3%) of onboard periods lasted 6-10 months, with the most common duration 
being 8 months (26.3%).

Figure 1a. Actual onboard period of seafarers: Average contract length (onboard period)

What is the maximum onboard period as per your last signed contract (in months)?

Total average (n=4,322)

United States (n=488) India (n=1,094) Philippines (n=688)
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3  This refers to the duration of a single consecutive onboard period; not cumulative or annual time spent at sea.



22 In search of a sea-life balance in an adverse environment

Figure 1b: Actual onboard period of seafarers: Percentage distribution

What is the maximum onboard period as per your last signed contract (in months)?
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In the literature
Past studies have reported that seafarers’ contracts regularly exceeded 12 
months onboard. For example, the 2006 International Labour Organization 
(ILO) and Seafarers International Research Centre (SIRC) reported 1990 study4 
findings indicating that “[…] more than 50 per cent of cases, the longest contract 
period worked […] was over one year in duration” [8]. By contrast, contracts 
longer than 11 months were rarely observed in the present study and in 2024 [9], 
which may reflect the impact of the Maritime Labour Convention (MLC) 2006 
requirements and changes in industry practices. 

According to the 1996 survey report5, as cited in the ILO and SIRC 2004 report 
[8], contracts of 6 to 12 months were the most common. Another 2004 study 
reported an average contract duration of 7.7 months [10], while a more recent 
2024 study found that most (nearly 45%) of seafarers served 9-month contracts 
[9]. In the current study, the average contract duration was 5.7 months, with 
national differences: U.S. seafarers most often served 1 to 4 months, Indians 4 to 
8 months, and Filipinos 6 to 10 months. 

Caution is therefore required when interpreting results, as contract duration is 
reported to vary by flag, nationality, ship type, and rank [10]—[12]. For example, 
the 2004 study reported notable national differences: the average contract 
length was 11.2 months for Filipino seafarers (vs. 7.2 in this study) but only 3.5 
months for Danish and U.K. seafarers [10]. Similarly, officers generally serve 
shorter terms than non-officers [11], with senior officers averaging 5 months, 
junior officers 7 months, and petty officers and ratings around 9 months [12].

Taken together, these findings highlight the considerable variability in contract 
length across studies. Survey date, sample size, national focus (or not), and 
variability in rank representativeness affect overall averages.

4  The original study report was not available.
5  The original study report was not available.
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Preferred onboard period
Figure 2 shows preferred onboard periods: 

•	 The calculated average for all seafarers indicated a preference of 4.5 months 
onboard period;

•	 U.S. seafarers reported the shortest preference at 2.8 months;

•	 Indian seafarers preferred 4.8 months, close to the average; and

•	 Filipinos indicated the longest preferred time at 6.1 months, more than twice that 
of U.S. seafarers.

Figure 2: Preferred onboard period of seafarers

How many months would you ‘prefer’ to spend working onboard for a single contract?
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Actual vs. preferred onboard period
In short, seafarers (i.e. global, U.S., Indian, and Filipino) wish to shorten their 
onboard period by 15-25%. 
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Qualitative findings
During the interviews, most U.S. seafarers expressed a preference for onboard 
periods of two/three months. This aligns closely with the survey average of 2.8 
actual months (about 83 days). 

In the survey’s open answers, seafarers emphasised that exceeding this 
benchmark affects their mental and physical conditions to conduct their work:

“Contracts should be 75-90 days long. Anything past 90 days, the officer is 
fatigued mentally and physically.” (26, U.S., Second officer, Ro-Ro6)

“I think any hitch that is longer than 75 days is too long. It causes fatigue 
and burnout working every single day for longer than that.” (27, U.S., Third 
officer, Container ship)

“75 to 90 days is a perfect average time frame. Beyond 90 days, as a top 4 
officer, fatigue and complacency set in and performance begins to lack.” 
(33, U.S., Chief officer, Roll-on roll-off (Ro-Ro))

“I think 60-day rotations are more manageable. Having sailed 30-day, 60-
day, 90-day, and slightly over 120-day contracts, I find that 60’s are the right 
balance of being on board without becoming mentally fried/exhausted.” (26, 
U.S., Third assistant engineer, Other [Training ship])

In the literature
One study found that a shorter onboard period (around 2 months) was associated 
with higher job and life satisfaction [13]. At the same time, another reported that 
psycho-emotional stress tends to emerge after about 2.7 months at sea [14].

Remark
Variability in reduction period preference is associated with better work-life 
balance, as well as with the need to generate sufficient income for potential 
extended families and to compensate for the impacts of work instability. Many 
seafarers are only paid while on board and do not benefit from long-term 
employment commitments, and may prefer to secure income by extending their 
time on ships. For many seafarers, the choice between work-life balance and 
secure income is complex and varies by nationality. 

6  These are respondents’ age, nationality, rank, and ship type.
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Home period
Figure 3 shows single leave periods7:

•	 The overall sample average home period was 3.98 (i.e. 4.0) months;

•	 U.S. seafarers had the shortest at 3.2 months (as their contracts are shorter);

•	 Filipinos averaged 4.2 months, slightly above average; and

•	 Indians had the longest at 5.1 months.

Figure 3: Home period of seafarers

How long was your last home period (in months)?
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Ratio between onboard period and home period 
•	 For an average contract onboard reported of 5.65 month, seafarers reported 

staying 3.98 months at home. The average ratio reported reached 1.42. It means 
that for any month on the ship, a seafarer spends on average 21 days at home; 

•	 U.S. seafarers reported a balanced cycle (1.13), spending slightly more time at 
sea than at home (for any month on the ship, U.S. seafarers reported staying 
ashore for about 26.5 days);

•	 Indian seafarers followed with the ratio of 1.21; and 

•	 Filipino seafarers had the least balanced pattern (1.70), spending 7.2 months at 
sea for every 4.2 months at home.

7  This refers to a single consecutive home or leave period following one onboard assignment, not 
cumulative or annual leave time.
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Qualitative findings
Survey findings aligned with interviews, highlighting balanced onboard and 
home periods for U.S. seafarers. Seafarers’ survey comments also illustrated this: 

“The 50/50 balance seems to work well.” (>60, U.S., Captain, Ro-Ro)

“There should be an equivalent time between home and ship, where at the 
end of the year it’s 50/50.” (50, U.S., Bosun, Product tanker)

“I definitely prefer an even time (1 day worked earns 1 day home) and month 
on/month off schedule, will do up to 3 months on/3 months off. Not staying 
longer on board than 3.5 months!” (>60, U.S., Dynamic position officer, 
Multi-purpose vessel [MPV])

A near-equal division between onboard and home periods indicates that 
contract extensions are compensated by longer leave. Notably, U.S. seafarers 
frequently mentioned such extensions during interviews, often describing them 
as part of an established rotation system. For those on permanent contracts—
typically senior U.S. ranks who rotate on the same vessel—this arrangement 
tends to function effectively.

In the literature
Long-term separation from family is identified as one of the most significant 
stressors in seafaring [15]. Prolonged contracts not only extend time away from 
home but also reduce rest periods on shore, thereby intensifying this stress [16]. 
Studies provide evidence that longer vacation periods reduce fatigue [17] and 
contribute significantly to the well-being of seafarers [18].

Remark
The 1:1 ratio seems common among seafarers from developed countries. Such 
a ratio appears to better accommodate work-life balance, as long as the time 
spent on board remains reasonable and is completed with satisfactory income.
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3.3.2 Annual work period at sea

Actual
Figure 4 shows the actual annual working period:

•	 The whole sample average was 7.3 months at sea per year; 

•	 U.S. seafarers reported working an average of 6.5 months per year. This is the 
shortest annual duration among the groups studied;

•	 Indian seafarers averaged 7.3 months; and

•	 Filipino seafarers reported working around 8.0 months per year.

Figure 4: Actual – Annual working period of seafarers

In a year (12-month period), how many months do you ‘actually’ spend working onboard?
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Preferred
Figure 5 shows the preferred annual working period:

•	 The whole sample average was 6.4 months; 

•	 U.S. seafarers preferred an annual working period of 5.7 months;

•	 Indian seafarers preferred 6.5 months; and

•	 Filipino seafarers had the highest time preference, at 7.1 months.

Again, such a preference may also be associated with income and job stability.
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Figure 5. Preferred – Annual working period of seafarers

In a year (12-month period), how many months do you ‘prefer’ spend working onboard?

Total average (n=4,248)

United States (n=489) India (n=1,081) Philippines (n=673)
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Actual vs. Preferred 
On average, all seafarers would appreciate a reduction of between 10% and 13% of the 
current working periods at sea.

Qualitative findings
Although the interviews did not specifically address the annual work period, 
seafarers’ comments in the survey did: 

“I only worked 6 months a year because my vacation pay is for 6 months also (day-
for-day vacation).” (More than 60, U.S., Chief engineer, Container ship)

“Average year of sailing is 160-183 days aboard; I would MUCH prefer to work no 
more than 165-170 days per year. Life is too short to spend more time than that 
away from home!” (57, U.S., Captain, Bulk carrier)

For U.S. seafarers, preferred annual working periods are below six months, whereas 
Indian seafarers tend to prefer periods exceeding six months, primarily due to income 
tax incentives. Indians who spend fewer than 183 days (i.e. six months) in India during 
a financial year are classified as Non-Resident Indians (NRI) and are exempt from 
paying income tax on foreign earnings. While financially advantageous, this provision 
incentivises Indian seafarers to remain at sea for extended periods. Several survey 
comments illustrate the dilemma faced by Indian seafarers, balancing time at home 
with maintaining NRI status:

“I would like to spend more time at home with family, but am restricted due to 
NRI status requirement.” (47, India, Chief officer, Chemical tanker)

“We complete 6 months in a financial year to get NRI status to save tax. Otherwise, 
sailing for 4 months in a year is a good balance.” (48, India, Chief engineer, LNG tanker)

“The tax laws in India make it difficult to spend less than 6 months at sea for NRI 
status. So, there is no choice but to sail more than 6 months in any financial year.” 
(37, India, Captain, Chemical tanker)
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In the literature
A 2004 study noted that even under favourable employment conditions, 
seafarers typically spend at least six months per year at sea [8]. However, 
another study in 2009 found that European seafarers averaged 4.9 months 
annually, compared with non-Europeans, who averaged 9.9 months [11]. 

The current study shows that non-European (Indian and Filipino) seafarers’ 
average annual work is close to 7 months, suggesting a reduction in time spent 
at sea compared with earlier findings in 2009 [11]. U.S. seafarers reported lower 
annual work periods than Indian and Filipino seafarers, but still higher than their 
European counterparts by 24.6%.

Remark
Many countries around the world offer tax exemptions for stays abroad of more 
than 6 months. The fiscal system creates the unintended consequence of 
incentivising longer contracts, which explains why many seafarers would not 
accept working onboard fewer than 183 days a year. This point again illustrates 
the strong link between the onboard period and revenues.

3.4 Working hours  
from weeks to years 
Hours of work are a central factor in seafarers’ safety, health, and well-being. 
Excessive or poorly managed working hours increase fatigue, reduce alertness, and 
elevate the risk of accidents. Additionally, long and very long working hours have 
detrimental impacts on physical and mental health. 

Highlights about working time
U.S. seafarers reported the longest weekly working hours at 79 hours. 
Additionally, 94.8% reported having no days off per week.

Annual working hours were broadly consistent across all groups studied, ranging 
from 2,225 to 2,300 hours, indicating that U.S. seafarers work a similar number 
of annual hours as their counterparts while spending fewer days at sea in a 
calendar year. Compared with average U.S. workers, seafarers work significantly 
more hours per year.

About half of U.S. seafarers indicated that their working hours do not allow 
sufficient time for rest and recovery.

Despite lower levels of work/rest hours records adjustments than overall average 
(64.0%), more than half of U.S. seafarers (52.9%) confessed to adjusting.  
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3.4.1 Weekly working hours8   
Figure 6a and 6b show weekly work hours:
•	 Globally, seafarers reported working an average of 71.3 hours per week; 
•	 U.S. seafarers indicated an average of 79.0 hours per week. 69.9% of U.S. seafarers 

reported exceeding 72-hour workweeks, and 9.5% working beyond 91 hours;
•	 Indian seafarers averaged 72.9 hours, just above the mean, with 46.7% exceeding 72 hours; and
•	 Filipino seafarers reported working an average of 65.1 hours per week, with 24.9% 

exceeding 72 hours.

Figure 6a: Weekly work hours of seafarers: Average weekly work hours

PER WEEK, how many hours do you ‘actually’ work?
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Figure 6b: Weekly work hours of seafarers: Distribution of weekly work hours

PER WEEK, how many hours do you ‘actually’ work?
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8  Responses from seafarers who reported working fewer than 40 or more than 120 weekly hours were excluded from 
the analysis.
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Qualitative findings
Although weekly working hours were not discussed during the interviews, this aspect 
was reflected in the survey comments, as shown below:

“Many union contracts require 12-hour days, every day [i.e. 84 hours per week], 
for 3+ months, and that schedule is not sustainable. There is no incentive for the 
company to provide any shore leave or day off; there are almost never days off or 
shore leave.” (40, U.S., Third engineer, Container ship)

“I work 12-hour days - 7 days a week when onboard.” [which equals 84 hours 
per week] (59, U.S., Captain, Ice class)

“Number of hours worked per week ranges from 85 to 95 hours.” (29, India, 
Third officer, Pure car carrier (PCC))

“Normally, weekly working hours are between 75 and 85. It depends on the 
trade and activities.” (42, Bulgaria, Chief officer, Container ship)

In the literature
The overall average of 71.3 weekly work hours in this study aligns with a 2024 
report estimating a global seafarer average of 74.9 hours [19]. 

Long working hours have been consistently documented over the past two 
decades [20]—[26], but little was known about U.S. seafarers specifically. 

Our findings suggest that U.S. seafarers work the longest hours (79 per week) 
compared with Indian (73) and Filipino (65) seafarers, and above the overall mean. 

The National Transportation Safety Board’s (NTSB) investigation of the El Faro 
reported average workloads of 12.5–13 hours per day in the two weeks before the 
accident, or roughly 87-91 hours per week [27].

Compared with their national non-maritime labour markets, seafarers work 
substantially more [19], but the U.S. gap is wide. U.S. seafarers work more than 
twice as many hours per week as the average U.S. worker, whose weekly hours 
have ranged from 34 to 39, according to various national and international 
studies [28]—[32]. In contrast, Indian and Filipino workers average 45.7 and 40.0 
hours per week, respectively, giving a seafarer-to-domestic ratio of 1.6 in both 
cases, much narrower than the U.S. ratio. This indicates that U.S. seafarers are 
the most detached from domestic labour conditions.

Remark
Current contractual agreement incentives excessive working time9. Since the ILO 
has demonstrated that excessive overtime is associated with insufficient basic 
wage [33], it is imperative to associate working time and wages. As visible in 
shipping, satisfactory income requires seafarers to multiply overtime, leading to 
excessive working time without restorative periods while onboard. New research 
combining annual wages and annual working hours would complete such an 
analysis for the maritime sector.

9  The ILO considers excessive working time when workers work long hours (above 48 hours per week) and 
very long hours (more than 60 hours per week).
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3.4.2 Annual working hours
By computing the weekly work hours and annual periods at sea (section 3.3.2), it is 
possible to estimate total annual working hours for seafarers10 (Figure 7):

•	 According to the overall sample, the average seafarer reported working  
2,275 hours per year;

•	 U.S. seafarers had the lowest at 2,225 hours;

•	 Filipinos worked 2,266 hours; and

•	 Indians logged the highest at 2,300 hours.

Figure 7: Annual working hours of seafarers

Annual working hours of seafarers
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In the literature
Annual working hours have received little attention in maritime research, but they 
are particularly relevant for comparing working time across sectors. This study 
provides novel evidence that total yearly hours are broadly consistent across 
groups, despite differences in weekly work hours, contract lengths, time at sea, 
and leave periods. The variation in annual working time between the U.S. and 
Indian seafarers represents only 3.3%. 

U.S. seafarers in the study work 2,225 hours annually. It represents 26.1% more 
than their national average of 1,765 hours [34]. Other data sources, such as the 
Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD), show that the 
U.S. national average was 1,823 hours in 2019 and 1,805 hours in 2023, making 

10  The annual working period was converted from months to days and then to weeks. For example, U.S. 
seafarers averaged 6.48 months, equal to 197.1 days or 28.16 weeks. Considering their average workweek 
represents 79.02 hours, the yearly amount is 2,225 hours (rounded).
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seafarers’ working time about 22.1% and 23.3% higher, respectively [32]. By contrast, 
the gap between seafarers and non-seafarers is much smaller in India and the 
Philippines. Indian seafarers work 2,300 hours annually versus 2,123 hours for other 
workers (+8.3%), while Filipino seafarers work 2,266 hours compared with 2,168 
(+4.5%). Again, this finding substantiates that U.S. seafarers are far more detached 
from domestic labour patterns than their Indian and Filipino counterparts.

Remark
The comparison with other workers underscores that seafarers work more 
than shore workers annually, which may, in addition to health, well-being and 
retention impacts, trigger a sense of being downgraded.

3.4.3 Weekly day off11 
As shown in Figure 8:

•	 According to the whole sample, 86.2% of seafarers did not enjoy one day off per 
week, and 73.5% of them did not enjoy a single day off during their entire period 
on board; 

•	 The majority of U.S. seafarers (94.8%) reported not having a weekly day off, and 
87.6% of them stated they had no full day off during their entire contract period;

•	 83.1% of Indian seafarers reported no weekly day off, aligning with the overall 
average, while 78.6% had no full day off throughout their contract; and

•	 Similarly, 82.6% of Filipino seafarers had no weekly day off, and 72.5% went 
without a full day off during their contract.

Figure 8: Weekly day off for seafarers

-20 -10 0 10 20 30 40 50 60 70 80 90 100

How often do you have a full day o�?

United States (n=483)

India (n=1,049)

Philippines (n=658)

Total (n=4,111)

Once every week Once every month Once every three months

Percentage

Note: Value of ‘Other (please specify)’ for the U.S. 2.1%, India 2.8%, Philippines 5.5%, Total 3.1%

I do not have a full day o�

11  ‘Weekly day off’ means ‘a continuous 24 hours rest period without any work-related interruption’, in 
accordance with general principles on which the weekly day off is based [28].
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Weekly days off per Rank
When crossing the data for weekly days off and rank: 

•	 Globally, ratings reported having weekly days off more frequently than officers  
(25.1% vs. 11.7%); and

•	 Among ratings, 34.3% of Indian seafarers reported a weekly day off, followed by  
19.2% of Filipino ratings12.

Qualitative findings
Seafarers highlighted perceived benefits of a day off, as illustrated below:

“Having a paid day off, or half day, while operations are slow, would allow for 
needed rehabilitation and increased productivity by mitigating fatigue.” (33, U.S., 
Chief officer, Roll-on roll-off (Ro-Ro))

Even when a day off is promised, it is rarely possible in practice:

“Contractually, I am supposed to receive one day off per voyage. However, there is 
no possible way for me to use this day. There is simply not enough time in the day 
to cover all maintenance and repair items, and we are being spread extremely thin.” 
(32, U.S., Second engineer, Container ship)

One survey respondent described how even the idea of a day off carried stigma:

“When I wanted to! On Sunday only! But you sometimes made to feel you 
shouldn’t.” (40, U.S., Able Seafarer, Research vessel)

Others noted that the absence of regular days off intensifies fatigue and risk, and 
creates unsustainable conditions: 

“Working on board a cruise ship nowadays is highly stressful, considering also 
there’s no day off, working Monday to Monday, in average 10 hours is kind of 
insane. I have been working on board cruise ships for several years as a deck 
officer and I have seen officers and crew with fatigue, burnout and having 
accidents because of that reason. This is something should be addressed and 
changed in the Cruise Industry.” (54, Argentina, Deck officer, Cruise ship)

“Many union contracts require 12-hour days every day for 3+ months, and that 
schedule is not sustainable. There is no incentive for the company to provide any 
shore leave or day off; there are almost never days off or shore leave.” (40, U.S., 
Third engineer, Container ship)

In the literature 
The finding on the absence of a weekly day off is consistent with earlier research. A 
1996 study of Australian seafarers reported continuous work for seven to eight weeks 
[35]. Similar patterns were observed more recently among Italian seafarers in 2019 
and 2023, and in a 2024 global survey [19], [36], [37]. 

12  U.S. ratings were excluded due to a small sample size.
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Remark
Seafarers work for extensive periods without a day off, which may affect recovery 
from cumulative fatigue. In the U.S. offshore sector, work/home rotations such 
as 14/14 (or, less frequently, 7/7 or 21/21) provide regular recovery periods with 
a relatively short timeframe. In other transportation sectors, regulators require 
more frequent restorative rest periods to mitigate cumulative fatigue. For 
example, under the U.S. 49 Code of Federal Regulations (CFR) Part 395 (Hours 
of service for drivers), an off-duty period of 34 hours or more is required after 
a maximum of 8 consecutive days on duty. The 34-hour period allows for two 
consecutive sleep opportunities of ten hours each [38].

3.4.4 Working more than 8 hours every day
Working more than eight hours per day to complete all required tasks is very 
common (Figure 9):

•	 The overall sample indicated that 70.4% of seafarers worked beyond 8 hours to 
complete their duties;

•	 U.S. seafarers were most likely to agree, with 81.6% affirming and 46.0% strongly 
agreeing; and 

•	 Indian (71.2%) and Filipino (64.7%) seafarers also reported high rates. 

These figures confirmed a chronic high workload, resulting in excessive working 
hours on ships.

Figure 9: Seafarers working beyond eight hours daily
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I need to work more than 8 hours everyday to complete all my duties

United States (n=483)

India (n=1,052)

Philippines (n=659)

Total (n=4,119)

Strongly Disagree Disagree Somewhat Disagree

Percentage

Note: Value of ‘Other (please specify)’ for the U.S. 1.0%, India 1.4%, Philippines 1.1%, Total 1.9%

Somewhat Agree Agree Strongly Agree
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3.4.5 Working hours and their impact  
on rest and recovery
When asked if their working hours allow adequate rest and recovery (Figure 10):

•	 Overall, 40.2% of seafarers considered that their working hours do not allow 
sufficient time to rest and recover;

•	 Nearly half of U.S. seafarers (49.6%) confirmed that working hours hinder 
sufficient rest and recovery; and

•	 44.8% of Indian and 29.2% of Filipino seafarers also considered the incapacity of 
obtaining enough rest and recovery time.

Figure 10: Working hours’ impact on rest and recovery among seafarers

Note: Value of ‘Other (please specify)’ for the U.S. 0.6%, India 0.3%, Philippines 0.7%, Total 0.6%
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3.4.6 Adjustment of work/rest hours record
When asked about adjusting records following a breach13 in hours of work/rest, 
seafarers responded as follows (Figure 11):

•	 Overall, 64.0% of seafarers reported adjusting records when exceeding the 
working time limits;

•	 While U.S. seafarers adjust their records less frequently than the average,  
a notable 52.9% of them reported doing so; and 

•	 Among the three groups, Indian seafarers reported adjusting the most (73.5%), 
followed by Filipino seafarers (60.4%).

Figure 11: Adjustment of work/rest hours record among seafarers
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When the hours of work/rest limits are breached, the records are adjusted

United States (n=483)

India (n=1,049)

Philippines (n=658)

Total (n=4,111)

Strongly Disagree Disagree Somewhat Disagree

Percentage

Note: Value of ‘Other (please specify)’ for the U.S. 6.5%, India 2.0%, Philippines 3.3%, Total 3.6%

Somewhat Agree Agree Strongly Agree

13  Here, breach refers to non-compliance or violation of the work/rest hours limits. It should not be confused 
with exceptions or deviations, which denote authorised departures permitted under the regulations.
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Qualitative findings
Interviews on hours of work and rest highlighted persistent record adjustments or 
falsifications. Survey findings confirmed this, showing that it is routine practice to 
alter work/rest hours records to appear compliant. 

Seafarers’ comments stress the gap between official records and onboard realities:

“Work hours recorded are a joke.” (>60, U.S., Able seafarer, Product tanker)

“Of course, the hours of rest records are falsified.” (>60, U.S., Captain, 
Offshore support vessel)

“Work rest hours are often false as we are not allowed in the red [violations].”  
(54, U.S., Chief officer, Product tanker)

One of the seafarers expressed deep frustration:

“STCW is a sham. It would be nice if everyone stopped pretending any of it is 
real.” (44, U.S., Second officer, Product tanker)

Another pointed to company-driven pressures that make falsification inevitable:

“Companies pressure senior officers to lie when recording hours of work that 
have been breached. The coast guard has mandated these hours so the crew 
can have sufficient rest, but companies and ports don’t care. You’re in trouble 
if you lie about your hours, but you’re also in trouble if you work over your rest 
hours period, and the only ones who suffer from this are the crew.” (26, U.S., 
Second officer, Ro-Ro)

One of the seafarers reflected on the tension between their moral values  
and expectations:

“I myself prefer to be honest and truthful in my work rest hours, but as a 
Master and a non-watch stander, I am expected to go over when necessary. 
I often see that junior officers or other departments tend to falsify their work 
rest hours to maintain the required hours of rest rather than be honest about 
the hours when they work over.” (48, U.S., Captain, PCC)

Another one reported how manipulation was institutionalised through monitoring tools:

“We used programs that gave us red/yellow/green work hours, but 
manipulation was not just encouraged but mandatory.” (40, U.S., Second 
officer, Bulk carrier)

The systemic nature of this issue was summarised bluntly:

“Per hours we work, we are 75% breaking the rules and raising red flags, if we 
were to log accordingly.” (53, U.S., Captain, Tug)
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In the literature 
This survey found that more than half of U.S. seafarers adjust their work/rest 
records. The U.S.-flagged El Faro sinking investigation confirmed the practice when 
a former crew member candidly described how seafarers manipulate onboard 
record-keeping systems:

“You’re not going to hear, because just like I said, they make good money, and 
there’s ways around everything. Even the STCW just being honest. There’s ways 
around it because they got a program on the ship where once you put your 
hours in and it don’t line up, get red, it turns red. So the only thing you have to 
do is just go around and fixing numbers and you’re back.” [39]

The evidence from the U.S. strengthens the notion of a pervasive “A Culture of 
Adjustment”, one that extends beyond national borders [40]. The findings of this 
survey are consistent with earlier research, which has documented similar practices 
globally for two decades. 

For example, Cardiff University in 2006 reported that “37.3% reported never under-
recording working hours” [41]. Similarly, the 2016 survey observed that only 31% of 
seafarers “[…] never breach the work and rest period regime, all overtime is written 
down” [42]. More recent evidence from the 2024 large-scale multinational survey 
showed that “Only 31.6% of seafarers admit to never adjusting their records”[19]. 
Likewise, a U.K. Department of Transport–commissioned study in 2024 found that 
“[O]nly 35% reported that they were always able to do so” when asked whether they 
could accurately complete their work/rest hour records [43]. 

In addition to survey data, a 2025 qualitative study by Cardiff University further 
highlighted that “lack of sleep and fatigue were problems that they regularly faced 
on board, notwithstanding work/rest hour regulations which they reported to be 
poorly observed” [44]. 

Work/rest hours record malpractices have been repeatedly confirmed through 
a range of research methods, including document analysis, field studies, focus 
groups, interviews, systematic review, surveys, and corroborated by evidence from 
casualty investigations and an official government report. Together, these sources 
provide over 30 separate pieces of evidence [19], [45], [46]. Collectively, they paint 
a clear picture of a widespread issue, confirming that adjusting work/rest records 
is not an isolated phenomenon but a global practice embedded in the maritime 
industry that remains to be addressed.

Remark
Despite being well documented and some variations by nationality, the problem of 
work/rest hours records adjustment remains widespread and severe. This failure 
to address the issue questions the regulators’ commitment to remediation and the 
possibility of any meaningful human factors strategy in shipping. 
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3.5 Work-related stress  
Work stress is a critical factor affecting seafarers’ health, safety, and operational 
performance. High stress levels can undermine decision-making, fatigue 
management, and overall well-being, potentially creating new operational risks. 

Evaluating stress levels with a validated questionnaire allows for an accurate 
understanding of the extent of the issue. Such a measurement would later inform 
appropriate responses. 

Understanding the prevalence and sources of work stress among seafarers is 
essential to developing targeted interventions and improving safety and mental 
health outcomes.

Highlights about work-related stress
•	 U.S. seafarers reported higher work stress levels than other seafarers  

in the study.

•	 Worryingly, about a third of seafarers (32.8%) exhibited work stress levels 
considered ‘severe’ or ‘potentially dangerous.’ The U.S. seafarers have a 
marginally higher level (33.9%) than Filipino seafarers (27.2%), but lower than 
that of Indian seafarers (37.5%).

•	 All seafarers agreed that ship inspection (such as flag, PSC, vetting, etc.) is 
their number one stressor, followed by onboard administrative duties. 

•	 Notably, the top four stressors affecting U.S. seafarers were not operational 
or navigational hazards, but instead associated with bureaucratic and 
external controls.

•	 Counterintuitively, seafarers did not cite the most inherently hazardous 
activities as the most stressful. This suggests their stress is driven not by 
risk, but by a persistent social fear of being blamed and penalised, which is 
maintained through constant administrative scrutiny and unstable  
work relationships. 

•	 Such a situation blurs priorities, confuses attention needs and generates new 
risks such as overstress and chronic fatigue.
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3.5.1 Work stress scale 
A validated work-stress scale with eight Likert-type questions assessed seafarers’ 
stress levels (Figure 12).

•	 Overall and consistent across the focused populations, one-third (32.8%)  
of seafarers were classified as being in the ‘severe stress’ or ‘potentially 
dangerous’ range;

•	 U.S. seafarers reported the highest overall stress (69.0%). Additionally,  
33.9% of them presented scores suggesting ‘severe stress’ or ‘potentially 
dangerous’ stress; 

•	 Among Indians, 65.9% reported stress, with 37.5% of them being categorised 
under the ‘severe’ or ‘potentially dangerous’ stress categories; and

•	 Filipinos were assessed as reporting a lower stress level, but still 53.3% stated 
either ‘moderate’, ‘severe’ or ‘potentially dangerous’ stress; 27.2% of them are 
situated in the last two categories.

Figure 12: Workplace stress score of seafarers
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In the literature
As summarised [47], working conditions at sea are inherently stressful due 
to core characteristics, ocean and geographic dynamics, limited space and 
resources, and an uncaring socioeconomic environment. These factors lead 
to increased workload, stress, and fatigue among seafarers, with detrimental 
impacts on physical and mental health, as reported in the general and maritime 
literature [48]—[52].

Furthermore, the World Health Organization (WHO) and ILO acknowledge “the 
role of work in promoting or hindering mental wellness and its corollary – mental 
illness” [53]. High stress levels may detrimentally affect seafarers’ physical and/or 
mental health. A study showed that “about 25% of seafarers completing a patient 
health questionnaire had scores suggesting depression (significantly higher than 
other working and general populations).” [54]

Remark
When records show such a high level of ‘severe’ and ‘potentially dangerous’ 
stress categories within an isolated population of workers, poor mental health 
and high suicide rate should not be a surprise.
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3.5.2 Activities causing work stress 
When asked about activities that cause the most stress (Figure 13):  

•	 Onboard inspections (flag, PSC, vetting, etc.) were ranked as the most stressful 
across all groups;

•	 Administrative duties (SMS, cargo/port papers, management requirements, etc.) 
ranked second overall and among U.S. seafarers;

•	 For Indian and Filipino seafarers, port-related activities (bunkering, spare parts, 
stores, supplies, etc.) were the second most stressful; and

•	 Company communication and port-related activities ranked third and fourth 
overall, and in the U.S. sample, with the order reversed.

Figure 13: Heat map showing the ranking of stress-related activities among seafarers

U.S. India Philippines Total

Inspections 1 1 1 1

Onboard administrative duties 2 4 3 2

Port-related activities 4 2 2 3

Company communication 3 5 7 4

Cargo-related operations 5 6 4 5

Pilotage, berthing, and canal 
transits 6 3 5 6

Port formalities (customs, 
immigration, etc.) 7 7 6 7

Commercial communication 
(agents, cargo-owners, 
charterers, etc.)

8 8 8 8

Rank 1 (Most stressful work activity) – Rank 8 (least stressful)
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Qualitative findings
While interviews captured time pressure, the survey replaced it with work-related 
stress. This broader concept includes, but is not limited to, time pressure, 
thereby allowing other work stressors to emerge. The following are some of the 
comments capturing activities causing work stress:

“Far and above anything else stress-wise is vettings, audits, and outside 
inspectors. Any question is on the table, and all records must be presented 
[…]. Relaxation takes a back seat, and unplanned difficulties are rushed to 
meet unrealistic benchmarks.” (>60, U.S., Chief engineer, Ro-Ro) 

“The vessel has many inspections. Every inspector feels they must find 
something […]. This causes hours of paperwork and follow-up emails where 
you are forced to repeatedly explain how, why, and what you will do to 
prevent it again.” (55, U.S., Captain, Container Ship)

“The administrative duties take far more time than any other tasks. We have 
become slaves to office staff […]. Inspectors arrive with deficiencies already written, 
making the inspection a formality.” (44, U.S., Second officer, Product Tanker)

“The majority of my duties are administrative—data entry, mostly […]. 
Records must be printed, signed, stamped, scanned, saved, and sent. Most 
coincide with port arrivals, dramatically increasing workload during port 
stays.” (42, U.S., Captain, PCC)

In the literature
Inspection stress has been associated with malpractices such as adjustments 
of records [40], [55]. Furthermore, scholars have reported that the 
bureaucratisation of safety has serious implications for workload and stress, 
prompting fatigue [56], [57]. 

Remark
Crews fear inspections because documented deficiencies are immediately 
relayed to the company, often resulting in endless questioning and blame 
against seafarers. Despite industry claims to the contrary, a blame culture 
remains deeply rooted in shipping and thrives amid the unstable working terms. 
This environment creates a strong incentive for seafarers to conceal non-
conformities, leading them to adjust records to deceive inspectors. 

The ISM Code and the ease of today’s communication have intensified 
management’s desire to control every aspect of ship operation, leading to increased 
demands on seafarers. Unsurprisingly, administrative duties are seen as control 
systems and additional workload, generating constant stress. 
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3.6 Safety Management 
System   
The SMS is supposed to support safe and efficient ship operations. However, 
its effectiveness depends on its usability and relevance, which both condition 
seafarers’ engagement in its implementation and continuous improvement. 

Excessive length, generic procedures, and administrative burden can undermine 
its practical value and divert attention from operational safety. Understanding 
seafarers’ perceptions of SMS size, quality, and responsiveness is therefore essential 
to evaluate its real-world impact and guide improvements.

Highlights about SMS
SMS size was reported to be overwhelmingly large. 

For 79.0% of U.S. seafarers, SMS is too long. Globally, 66% of seafarers agreed 
with this view, and dissatisfaction increases with page count, particularly for 
manuals over 1,000 pages.

SMS procedures were considered too generic, poorly aligned with ship-specific 
operations, and disconnected from daily tasks, resulting in inefficiency and an 
administrative burden.

Further, excessive paperwork was reported to divert attention from operational 
tasks, increase the workload, and make complete comprehension impractical.

Most seafarers’ suggestions to improve the SMS were not acted upon,  
showing weak feedback mechanisms and poor integration of crew experience 
into safety management.
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3.6.1 Estimation of pages in SMS
Seafarers’ estimates of SMS length are shown in Figure 14:

•	 Overall, 51.0% of seafarers reported that their SMS exceeded 500 pages;

•	 The majority of U.S. seafarers (59.7%) indicated SMS exceeding 500 pages, with 
30.1% reporting over 1,000 pages;

•	 Among Filipino (49.1%) and Indian (45.5%) seafarers, nearly half reported SMS 
exceeding 500 pages; and

SMSs of fewer than 100 pages were the least common, reported by only 11.6%  
of respondents.

Figure 14: Estimated number of SMS pages among seafarers 
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3.6.2 Perceived SMS size
As indicated in Figure 15:

•	 In the overall sample, 66.0% of seafarers reported SMSs to be ‘too long’,  
with 22.9% believing it is ‘perfect as it is’ and only 2.5% consider the SMS  
‘far too short;’

•	 U.S. seafarers stand out with the strongest view (79.0%) that SMS length is too 
long, combining ‘a little too long but manageable’ (40.5%) and ‘far too long’ 
(38.5%); and 

•	 Indian (61.7%) and Filipino (60.7%) seafarers shared this view but at lower levels.

Figure 15: Perception of SMS’s size among seafarers
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3.6.3 Estimation of the number of pages vs. 
perceived size of the SMS
For respondents who estimated the SMS to be ‘Less than 100 pages,’ the most 
common response was that SMS ‘is perfect as it is’ (40.0%) (Figure 16). In stark 
contrast, for those who estimated ‘More than 1000 pages,’ the majority response 
was ‘is far too long’ (58.2%).

Figure 16: Relationship between the number of SMS pages and its perceived size 
among seafarers
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Qualitative findings
This survey data on SMS magnitude aligns with interview findings, which 
emphasised the overwhelming volume of SMS and the impossibility of mastering its 
content. Seafarers repeatedly described excessive and burdensome paperwork in 
the following survey comments:

“[…] the paperwork has gotten out of hand. I’m filling out JSAs (Job Safety Analysis) 
and all sorts of permits to complete quick jobs. Sometimes the paperwork takes 
longer than the job […].” (28, U.S., Second engineer, Ro-Ro)

“It would be a lie to say that I have ever fully read an SMS because there tends to 
be too much to realistically cover and memorize, on top of fulfilling all the other 
responsibilities and workload. I simply do not have the time or mental bandwidth 
to sit and read SMS constantly other than to ensure we are compliant for audits 
and flag state. Additionally, these SMSs vary between companies, and an officer 
may only be aboard several months.” (35, U.S., Chief officer, Container ship)

Beyond daily routines, seafarers highlighted that constant revisions and add-ons 
contribute to SMS size and the related increase in workload:

“Company SMS is huge. No one reads it except me, and they change it 
constantly. I will be off the vessel for 3 months, and there will be hundreds 
of document changes. Most of these will be small changes in names, email 
addresses, punctuation, etc. but they are still listed the same as a full change, 
and I end up reading through it to find the actual changes. This takes days after  
I first sign on.” (45, U.S., Captain, Container ship)

“Much paperwork exists solely for the sake of completing it, is duplicative, 
inefficient, or inapplicable. For example, there is literally a permit for a permit: 
when performing hot work, there is a hot work permit, but there is another 
document as a permit for the hot work permit. You can’t make this up.” (42, U.S., 
Chief engineer, Cruise ship)

“These companies put so many pages and checklists into an SMS that it takes 
valuable time away from us to do other things. I have to fill out 15 different checklists 
to pull the anchor. The unnecessary paperwork has become the most overwhelming 
part of the job.” (34, U.S., Chief officer, Ro-Ro)

Participants also reported that SMSs tend to grow over time. A seafarer’s comment 
also reflects this:

“The biggest issues with SMS have to do with the ponderous nature of the beast. 
I’ve worked with three companies since ISM came into being, and found these 
systems only grow over time to the point of ridiculousness, where the paperwork 
associated takes longer than the task […].” (>60, U.S., Chief officer, Container ship)

Interviews found that this incremental growth was often described as a reactive 
approach, in which companies found an easy way to address issues raised by third 
parties (during inspections or investigations) rather than tackling root causes. 
Interviewees also noted a tendency to continually add procedures without removing 
outdated or redundant ones, further inflating the SMS.
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In the literature
Our findings show that many seafarers, particularly in the U.S., encounter SMS 
manuals exceeding 500 pages, or even 1,000 are common, while manuals 
under 100 pages are rare. Similarly, a 2024 study analysed SMS manuals from 
12 shipping companies and found page counts ranging from 298 to 4,999, with 
estimated reading times of 8.9 to 103.6 days (at one hour per day) [58]. In this 
context, U.S. seafarers would, in practice, require more than the length of a 
standard contract to finish reading the SMS in full.

Dissatisfaction appears to rise with length: 40% of respondents rated SMS under 
100 pages as ‘perfect as it is,’ whereas 58.2% judged manuals over 1,000 pages as 
‘far too long.’ These perspectives echo a 2018 study that claims the ISM Code is 
widely regarded as an ‘administrative burden’ [59]. 

Excessive documentation, rather than strengthening safety, appears to 
undermine it. The paper-heavy systems increase workload and divert attention 
from shipboard operations [60], [61].

Scholars further suggest that the ISM code became a bureaucratic control system, 
instrumentalised by managers and sustained by crew [47], [60], [62], [63]. 

The International Maritime Organization (IMO) expert assessment report on the ISM 
Code (MSC 109/INF.3) confirmed the issues in a dedicated chapter entitled ‘5.4.4.1. 
Paperwork, checklist mentality, and procedures not aligned with shipboard tasks.’  
It noted their detrimental impacts on effective implementation [64].

Remark
As documented in the safety science literature, SMSs tend to be bureaucratic-
control systems rather than safety-support systems. The multiplication of 
procedures and the distance between those managing the SMS and those applying 
it progressively erode SMS credibility and usefulness. Consequently, safety and 
usability become secondary to the satisfaction of bureaucratic indicators. 
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3.6.4 Quality of SMS
When asked if the SMS procedures are generic and not ship-specific (Figure 17):

•	 60.6% of the survey respondents considered the SMS procedures as generic 
and non-specific; and

•	 U.S. seafarers had the highest level of agreement (66.3%), followed by Indian 
(61.4%); and Filipino (49.5%).

Figure 17: Seafarers’ responses to the statement “The SMS procedures are generic 
and not ship-specific”
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When asked if the SMS procedures always reflect the ship’s realities (Figure 18):

•	 Overall, 53.1% agreed;

•	 U.S. seafarers (71.0%) reported the highest level of disagreement;

•	 In stark contrast, Filipino (74.6%) seafarers reported the strongest belief that 
procedures reflect reality; and

•	 Indian seafarers followed (54.6%), with agreement slightly above the overall.

Figure 18: Seafarers’ responses to the statement “The SMS procedures always 
reflect the ship’s realities”
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When asked if SMS-related paperwork is simple and not too time-consuming (Figure 19):

•	 For 59.3% of seafarers, SMS-related paperwork is not simple and requires  
too much time; 

•	 U.S. seafarers reported the most negative perception (68.6%);

•	 Indian seafarers followed with 57.7% expressing a negative view; and 

•	 Filipino seafarers were more divided, with 50.7% holding a positive view.

Figure 19: Seafarers’ responses to the statement “The SMS-related paperwork is simple 
and does not require too much time”
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Qualitative findings
Interviews highlighted several SMS quality issues that align with the survey data. 

First, SMS procedures were generic and poorly adapted to the realities of their 
specific ships. This is also reflected in seafarers’ comments:

“SMS is fleet specific but not ship specific.” (42, U.S., Chief officer, Container ship)

“Ship forms are a one-size-fits-all, regardless of whether your ship is 300 feet or 
1,000 feet, with 20 people or 3,000 people.” (42, U.S., Chief engineer, Cruise 
ship)

Second, SMS procedures were viewed as impractical and disconnected from daily 
operations, and as illustrated by seafarers’ comments:

“Too long, too convoluted and WAY too in-depth on some of the procedures. It 
is anything but ideal when compared to the requirements of the ISM Code and 
principles of Organizational Quality Management standards.” (45, U.S., Captain, 
Research vessel)

Finally, seafarers emphasised the heavy administrative burden created by SMS, 
which consumes valuable time and reduces efficiency: 

“The SMS is horrible and keeps the vessel crew from being able to complete the 
work that actually matters. It should not take 8 checklists to enter a tank, drive a 
forklift, or paint.” (44, U.S., Captain, Container- Roll-on roll-off [Con-Ro])

In the literature
While SMS procedures were found to be too numerous, they also distanced 
themselves from actual operations. When procedures do not align with operational 
realities, they become difficult to comply with [65]. The ill-adapted nature of 
procedures was confirmed by scholars [60] [62] [63] [66]—[68] and, more recently, by 
the IMO [64]. 

The variation in this perception is noteworthy, with U.S. seafarers consistently reporting 
the most negative perceptions across all measured SMS dimensions. Conversely, 
Filipino seafarers demonstrated more positive perceptions. This cultural variation 
supports a 2007 study that found national cultures significantly influence safety 
orientation and attitudes toward safety management systems [69]. 

In another study [70], the authors suggested that “misalignment between institutional 
expectations and operational realities fosters procedural mistrust, leading to 
circumvention or superficial compliance” and called for a cooperative procedure 
development rather than the current top-down approach.
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Remark
The tendency of SMS to differ from reality has also been reported in other 
industries. The mistrust between frontline operators and managers often explains 
the gap. Motivated by different agendas, those having a hand in SMS strive to 
shape it to their beliefs and needs. Such tendencies distance the procedures and 
instructions from operational realities, rendering them inoperative and impacting 
SMS credibility.  

3.6.5 SMS review
An effective participation in the continuous improvement process is an essential 
condition for the success and evolution of any management system. 

When asked if they had ever submitted a request to improve SMS quality (Figure 20):

•	 Overall, nearly half of the seafarer respondents (49.1%) indicated having requested 
improvements to the company; 

•	 U.S. seafarers were nearly evenly split, with 51.6% confirming having requested 
improvements; and

•	 In contrast, Indian (38.5%) and Filipino (34.3%) seafarers reported the lowest 
reporting levels.

Figure 20: Proportion of seafarers who submitted a request to change SMS quality
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When asked if the company took their SMS-related requests seriously and 
addressed concerns (Figure 21):

•	 Overall, respondents were nearly split: 52.2% felt their concerns were addressed; 

•	 64.9% of U.S. seafarers reported that their requests were not addressed seriously;

•	 Indian seafarers also leaned negative (54.2%); and 

•	 Filipino seafarers had the most positive perception, with 73.2% feeling their 
requests were taken seriously.

Figure 21: Perceived company responsiveness to ship requests among seafarers
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Qualitative findings 
Interview findings aligned with survey data, with most seafarers reporting that 
companies do not take their SMS requests seriously or fail to address them. 
Seafarers’ comments also expressed their frustration:

“We submit requests to improve SMS procedures constantly, and they are 
always ignored.” (43, U.S., Second officer, Cruise ship)

“Repeated requests for SMS improvements were never addressed.” (>60, U.S., 
Captain, Ro-Ro)

“Editing suggestions are usually accepted. Suggested alterations of the 
actual SMS are largely ignored, even when coming from multiple ships/
masters.” (>60, U.S., Chief officer, Container ship)

“It can take forever to get our SMS updated, because of internal organization 
politics shoreside and people who would do anything not to do their jobs.” 
(45, U.S., Chief officer, Other)

“When the SMS is concerned, any feedback from the vessel is met with 
disdain from the company. They lack the ability to utilize the experience of 
the mariners, often met with a sense that we should just keep quiet and do 
what we are told. This may be due to the fact that no one in the office has any 
sailing experience. The corporate mantra doesn’t translate to ship work.” (37, 
U.S., First assistant engineer, Container ship)

In the literature
Prior research has highlighted the limited participation of seafarers in workplace 
health and safety management [60], [63]. One explanation may be companies’ 
resistance to addressing crew concerns meaningfully. In this study, only 51.6% 
of U.S. seafarers submitted requests, and companies adequately addressed the 
concerns of only 35.1% of those who reported. Additionally, previous research 
suggests that seafarers are reluctant to report to companies, fearing sanctions 
[71], [72].  

The data aligns with section “5.4.4.2 Continuous improvement is poorly 
implemented” of the MSC 109/INF.3 [64]. The IMO review stressed that 
deficiencies in reporting relate to the potential risk of “self-incrimination and 
punishment.” The MSC 109/INF.3 report also noted that failing feedback 
mechanisms are indicators of a defective safety culture. 

Insufficient company support has also been repeatedly observed in other reporting 
areas, such as work/rest hours, where research shows that seafarers’ concerns are 
often not appropriately addressed [19], [40], [73]—[75].

Remark
The lack of consideration for ship feedback may have long-term detrimental 
consequences on the seafarers’ willingness to propose improvements. 
Furthermore, the ISM Code was initially designed with such a mechanism to 
ensure that ship safety concerns are taken seriously by the top management via 
the designated person ashore. The weaknesses of such a feedback mechanism 
seriously question the relevance of such a tool.
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3.7 Shore leave 
Shore leave, a key component of seafarers’ well-being, helps maintain their health, morale, 
and connection to the world. Access to shore-based facilities and services reflects the 
principle of “humane conditions of labour” (ILO Constitution, preamble). In addition to home 
leave, seafarers are entitled to shore leave to support their health and well-being (MLC, 
2006; Regulation 2.4, paragraph 2).

Highlights about shore leave
•	 Three-fourths of seafarers ‘never’ or ‘rarely’ go ashore, with Indian seafarers reporting 

the lowest access (88.2%), followed by Filipino seafarers (77.3%).

•	 U.S. seafarers were slightly better off; still, 68.5% ‘never’ or ‘rarely’ go ashore.

•	 Workload aboard and insufficient port time were the top constraints across groups.

3.7.1 Frequency of shore leave
As depicted in Figure 22: 

•	 Globally, 76.9% of seafarers reported ‘never’ or ‘rarely’ going ashore;
•	 68.5% of U.S. seafarers reported going ashore either ‘never’ (28.7%) or ‘rarely’ (39.8%). 

Only 15.8% of them reported going ashore ‘often’ (7–10 times) or ‘always’ (11 or more 
times). Even if comparatively better for U.S. seafarers, access to shore leave remains a 
challenge for all; and 

•	 Indian seafarers reported the lowest level of shore leave, with 88.2% ‘never’ or ‘rarely’ 
going ashore. Filipinos are around the global average (77.3%).

Figure 22: Frequency of shore leave during the recent contract among seafarers
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Qualitative findings
Interviews with U.S. seafarers indicated slightly better access to shore leave 
compared with those from other groups. However, the difference observed in 
the survey was relatively modest across the U.S., India, and the Philippines. It 
appears U.S. seafarers may notice the impact of restricted shore leave less, given 
their short contracts and their relatively higher presence on passenger ships. 
Additionally, nationals from developed countries tend to have easier access to 
shore facilities and shore passes.

Overall, seafarers described the broader reality of modern shipping as 
discouraging shore leave: 

“Going to sea is decent pay, but you are basically going to prison with hard 
labor in exchange for money.” (44, U.S., Second officer, Product tanker)

In the literature
Limited shore leave for seafarers has been well documented [12], [76], [77]. A recent 
U.K.-based study found that only one-third of seafarers had adequate opportunities 
for shore leave [78]. Similarly, a large-scale international survey of more than 5,000 
seafarers reported that opportunities for shore leave have been seriously eroded, 
with 69.9% of seafarers never or rarely (1-3 times) having shore leave [79]. This 
finding was supported by a survey of port welfare centres, which found that “61% of 
respondents reported a decline in visitor numbers since the pandemic” [77].

Remark
Restricted or absent shore leave locks seafarers within ships, isolating them from 
normal life. It may have severe consequences on mental health and motivation to 
remain in the profession.
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3.7.2 Barriers to shore leave 
As depicted in Figure 23:

•	 Workload on board and insufficient ship time in port ranked the top two barriers 
across all seafarers; 

•	 U.S. seafarers ranked distance from shore facilities as the third barrier and 
preference to stay on board to rest as the fourth;

•	 By contrast, Indian seafarers placed greater emphasis on the port and terminal 
restrictions (third and fourth), aligning with the overall ranking, whereas U.S. and 
Filipino seafarers ranked these lower (fifth and sixth); 

•	 Indian seafarers ranked ‘lack of visa or shore pass’ higher (fifth) than Filipinos 
(ninth) and U.S. seafarers (eighth), indicating that passport-related restrictions 
pose a greater barrier for Indian seafarers compared with their Filipino and U.S. 
counterparts; and 

•	 Company restrictions, lack of port facilities, non-availability of seafarers’ centre 
and staying on board to save money were generally ranked lower across groups.

Figure 23: Heat map showing barriers to shore leave among seafarers

U.S. India Philippines Total

Workload on board 1 1 1 1

Insufficient ship time in port 2 2 2 2

Port restrictions 6 3 5 3

Berth (or terminal) restrictions 5 4 6 4

Facilities too far from the port 
(e.g. shops, restaurants) 3 6 7 5

Prefer to stay on board to rest 4 10 4 6

High transport costs 10 7 3 7

Lack of visa or shore pass 8 5 9 8

Company restrictions 9 8 12 9

Lack of facilities in port (e.g. 
shops, restaurants) 7 9 10 10

Non-availability of seafarers’ 
centre 12 11 11 11

Staying on board to save money 11 12 8 12

Rank 1 (Topmost barrier to shore leave) – Rank 12 (bottom most barrier)
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Qualitative findings
Survey findings aligned with interviews on the main barriers to shore leave: 
workload and insufficient port time, with additional obstacles related to port 
or berth restrictions, transport, and rest preferences. Seafarers’ comments 
highlighted these challenges, consistently identifying workload as the top 
barrier. One seafarer remarked:

“There is usually too much work to catch up on in order for me to be able to 
go ashore.” (32, U.S., Second engineer, Container ship)

Engine staff must perform certain maintenance and repairs that require the 
engines to be stopped. Therefore, specific tasks can only be done in ports. Given 
the limited time in port, the engine work eliminates any possibility of shore leave. 
Port stays became extensions of shipboard duties: 

“Main engine repairs can only be done in port […]. There isn’t enough time to 
go ashore.” (43, U.S., First assistant engineer, Container ship)

Others questioned company practices and suggest an unwillingness to spend 
and facilitate shore leave: 

“Too much work, companies will find any reason to keep you aboard  
to avoid launch boat expenses and dock fees.” (29, U.S., Second engineer, 
Chemical tanker)

On the other hand, a few companies have practices that facilitate access to 
shore facilities in specific locations:

“Most US ports are easy to go ashore, especially if I’m working for a company 
that provides night mates/cargo mates.” (28, U.S., Second officer, Ro-Ro)

The combination of high workload and short port stays makes shore leave 
virtually impossible for the crew:  

“US Flag vessels simply do not spend enough time in port, often 12–24 hours 
max… you have to choose between rest or time ashore.” (25, U.S., Second 
assistant engineer, Product tanker)

“Port time is too often too short; I never leave the vessel.” (>60, U.S., Chief 
officer, Container ship)

Fatigue risk and need for recovery often overcame any desire for shore leave: 

“If I do go ashore, I am cutting into my rest period due to the port movement 
schedule.” (42, U.S., Captain, PCC)

“I tend to stay on board to rest up rather than go ashore.” (55, U.S., Second 
engineer, Container ship)

Regulatory barriers, such as immigration and port restrictions, also prevent 
access to shore:  

“Governments are increasingly making it more difficult to go ashore […]. 
Even when there is sufficient time over multiple days, governments only 
allow one time ashore.” (>60, U.S., Captain, Container ship)
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Certain berth and terminal restrictions prevent crew access to shore leave:

“Most berths are military terminals and/or explosive berths, which you 
cannot walk to the gate. When anchored out, the launch rides of +1 hr each 
way are not worth it.” (52, U.S., Captain, Other)

“Negotiating the hoops, we must go through at some of these terminals 
just to run up to the store is outrageous […]. I was once charged $30 for 
transportation inside a terminal.” (43, U.S., Second officer, Product tanker)

The cumulative barriers and significant costs associated with shore leave deter 
many seafarers from leaving the ship:

“It is not worth going ashore anymore. The amount of paperwork and lack 
of facilities make it useless. Stay on board and save $.” (>60, U.S., Second 
engineer, General cargo ship)

Several barriers prevent seafarers from taking shore leave. Sometimes, just one 
factor, like a heavy workload or a short port stay, is enough to stop them from 
going ashore. More often, though, multiple barriers come together, including 
tight schedules, maintenance work, immigration rules, terminal restrictions, and 
fatigue. Each of these alone might be manageable, but when they happen at the 
same time, there is little or no opportunity for shore leave.

In the literature
Consistently, workload pressures and limited port time emerged as the two 
leading barriers to shore leave, confirming past evidence [77], [79], [80]. The 
accelerating pace of shipping has not only intensified workloads but also 
shortened port stays, often to less than 24 hours [81]. 

These barriers significantly restrict seafarers’ opportunities to go ashore, thereby 
limiting social interaction beyond the vessel [82], [83]. 

A port chaplain underscored this trend:

“The biggest issue about shore leave is actually do seafarers have the time? 
[s]hips only make money when they are moving […] So there has been a 
huge move to speed up turnaround times […]. Now we have ships carrying 
21,000 TEU and the turnaround could be eight hours […] By reducing the 
crew on board, you heighten the issue […].” [80]

Seafarers themselves echoed these concerns as reported in the Lloyd’s List [84]:

“To be honest, the chance for going ashore is very limited since I have duties 
and responsibilities on board, and this is the priority. Above all, this is the 
priority […] especially when the vessel operation is very fast for some ports, 
it takes [few] hours regarding cargo operation, that’s why I think the time is 
limited […].”

The consistent combination of a heavy workload and insufficient port time across 
groups transform these factors into structural barriers, rooted in the global 
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organisation of shipping. Other barriers tend to be contextual, shaped by 
national regulations or practices, port conditions, or company-specific policies. 

The amalgamation of structural and contextual barriers restricts opportunities 
for shore leave, which some evidence suggests may even be on the verge 
of extinction [79]. This erosion of shore leave has significant implications for 
seafarers’ well-being and career retention [85].

Remark
While the barrier order varies by nationalities due to different social realities and 
motivations, the top three barriers directly relate to ship and commercial operations: 
workload, time in port and port restrictions. This implies that productivity and 
operational matters take priority over any other consideration. The countries’ 
incapacity to address shore leave barriers suggests an implementation failure with 
regard to Regulation 4.4 - Access to shore-based welfare facilities. 

Together, shore leave restrictions, exhausting working hours, and the lack of 
days off represent salient features of an industry obsessed with productivity and 
trade acceleration, while disregarding the detrimental impacts of work intensity 
and the absence of recreation on health and well-being. Despite some industry 
claims, this evidence suggests a systemic neglect of the human element.

3.8 Screening mental  
well-being
If the international shipping community intends to address human factors and decent 
work, it is vital to promote well-being. Before any targeted action, it remains essential 
to measure seafarers’ well-being using validated tools to accurately gauge current 
conditions and enable comparisons with other industries and populations. In this regard, 
the survey used a well-established, scientifically validated questionnaire developed by 
the WHO. The WHO-5 provide scores indicating well-being and is a screening tool for 
mental health issues. 

Highlights about mental well-being
•	 Globally, 37.2% of seafarers reported poor mental well-being (WHO-5 

percentage scores <50).

•	 U.S. seafarers were most affected. Nearly half (48.2%) of U.S. seafarers 
reported poor mental well-being, 11% higher than the survey global average, 
and double that of Filipino seafarers, who reported the lowest levels of poor 
well-being (24.2%).

•	 Indian seafarers (33.8%) reported poor well-being levels similar to the  
global average.

•	 U.S. seafarers reported poorer well-being on board (57.5%) than when on 
leave (42.9%), suggesting challenging work environments with high workload 
and administrative pressure.
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As indicated in Figure 24:

•	 Globally, 37.2% of seafarers presented scores indicating poor mental well-being;  

•	 Worryingly, the U.S. seafarers stood out, with nearly half of them (48.2%) 
reporting poor mental well-being (11% above the average); and

•	 Indian seafarers reported scores (33.8%) close to the average well-being score 
(37.2%), whereas Filipino seafarers’ scores (24.2%) were nearly half that of their 
U.S. counterparts.

Figure 24: WHO-5 well-being scale scores among seafarers
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Since the WHO-5 questionnaire assesses well-being over the past two weeks, an 
analysis of On board vs On leave was conducted:

•	 57.5% of U.S. seafarers on board reported poor well-being, compared with 
42.9% of those on leave. Considering the other evidence in this report, the U.S. 
seafarers’ work environment may be more challenging than that of other groups. 
The situation may result from reported higher workloads, work stress, heavy 
bureaucratic demands, limited opportunities for shore leave, and poor  
company communication.

Qualitative findings
While the survey assessed mental well-being using the WHO-5 questionnaire, the 
interviews explored the key factors that contribute to it. 

The interview findings corroborated that onboard “Social Interaction Matters” 
[86]. Further, the quality of food, the onboard entertainment system, including 
internet access, and the support from the shore management company were 
reported as important contributors to seafarers’ mental well-being.

Seafarers also highlighted the company’s failure to address core barriers, 
including overwork and administrative burdens.

In the literature
Though more than 500 studies have used the WHO-5 scale [87], its application 
in the maritime context appears limited. Maritime studies mainly used ad-hoc 
questionnaires, which limit the ability to replicate and compare studies on well-
being [88].

One large-scale study of over 13,000 seafarers, primarily from India and the 
Philippines, reported that 77.2% had good overall well-being, suggesting that 
the remaining 22.8% had poor well-being [89]. In another restricted distributed 
research study, the WHO-5 data were collected directly on board ferry ships by 
researchers. In this particular research, which was ship-type specific, the WHO-5 
varied significantly across ships, ranging from 19.4% to 42.9% with an average of 
28.5% [90].

In comparison, the current study found a remarkably higher prevalence of poor 
well-being (37.2%) than these previous studies. The distinction in respondents’ 
nationalities and the mode of questionnaire administration (distributed by shipping 
companies for the first survey and administered on board ships for the second 
research) may largely explain the gaps with our study.

Despite this gap, seafarers’ scores were still considerably higher than those of 
the European general population, in which 16% reported impaired well-being, as 
reported by Baumler in 2024 [90]. Similarly, in a U.S. County, approximately one 
in five individuals (18.8%) had impaired well-being [91]. Among U.S. seafarers, 
however, nearly half were identified as having poor well-being, highlighting a 
substantially higher prevalence in this occupational group than in the general 
population [92].

High scores in the WHO-5 Well-being Index indicate the possible presence of 
mental health conditions, like depressive and anxiety disorders [88]. A recent 
study of seafarers from the Black Sea regions, using validated psychological 
instruments like Beck Depression Inventory-II (BDI-II) and Generalized
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Anxiety Disorder 7-item (GAD-7), found 38.8% of participants showed signs of 
depression, and 56.7% symptoms of anxiety [93]. Depression and anxiety levels 
among seafarers are still comparable but clearly surpassing those reported in 
classical studies like Lefkowitz and Slade (2019) [54].

Remark
This type of measurement is essential for capturing the magnitude of the 
problem and beginning to address it. Worryingly, U.S. seafarers scored 
substantially higher than other groups in this study and any other seafarers 
screened in other research. The prevalence of poor mental well-being in 
shipping suggests a structural problem in managing well-being and mental 
health. In this respect, enhanced research on seafarers, especially in the U.S., 
using other validated tools, would confirm and enable identification of responses 
and interventions.

3.9 Career intention 
As the backbone of world trade, the maritime sector relies on a skilled, experienced, 
and stable seafaring workforce to operate safely and efficiently. Therefore, research 
into career retention is critical due to growing concerns about seafarers’ scarcity. 

High turnover rates directly threaten this stability, leading to a dangerous loss of 
institutional knowledge, increased operational costs for recruitment and training, 
and heightened safety risks.

Highlights about career intention
•	 Nearly half of seafarers globally intended to quit within the next five years.

•	 U.S. seafarers had the lowest intention to stay (40.2%), followed by Filipino 
and Indian seafarers.

•	 Notably, correlation with mental well-being scores showed that those scoring 
under the poor mental health category were higher among those planning to 
quit (49.8%) than among those planning to stay (25.4%).

•	 Family and work-life balance were reported as major factors for career  
re-evaluation.

•	 There is a growing disillusionment with the profession due to stress, heavy 
workload, stagnant wages, unhealthy living conditions on board, and a lack 
of support from employers.
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Strikingly, the survey indicates that half of seafarers (51.9%) intend to quit within 5 years.

As indicated in Figure 25:

•	 Globally, less than half of seafarers (45.2%) reported not wishing to change occupation; 

•	 40.2% of U.S. seafarers reported their willingness to stay at sea within the next 
five years, which is the lowest figure among the study groups;

•	 Among U.S. respondents, 49.8% were at different stages of quitting: 16.3% are 
seriously considering it, 8.0% are planning to quit in the next 1-2 years, 16.5% are 
actively preparing to leave, and 9.0% have already quit; 

•	 Filipino seafarers reported the highest levels of quitting intention, with 54.3% at 
various stages: 26.5% seriously considering quitting, 7.8% planning to quit in the 
next 1-2 years, 20.0% actively preparing to leave, and 1.5% having already quit; and

•	 Indian seafarers presented a balanced picture: 45.6% intend to quit, while 47.9% 
have no intention of quitting in the next five years.

Figure 25: Career intention among seafarers

-20-30-40-50 -10 0 10 20 30 40 50 60

Do you consider staying or quitting your seafaring career? (Choose the one that fits best your current state):

United States (n=423)

India (n=923)

Philippines (n=586)

Total (n=3,544)

I am seriously 
thinking about 
quitting seafaring, 
but not explored 
alternatives yet

I have no intention 
to quit seafaring in 
the foreseeable 
future (within next 
5 years)

I am planning to quit in 
the next 1-2 years, but 
not started yet to 
explore an alternative 
career to seafaring

I am investing time and 
energy in preparing for 
my departure from 
seafaring

Percentage

I have already quit 
(e.g. getting a job 
shore based)

Note: Value of ‘Other (please specify)’ for the U.S. 10.0%, India 1.1%, Philippines 1.5%, Total 3.1%



69

Mental well-being vs. Career intention
Data crossed between mental well-being (poor vs. good) and career intention (staying 
vs. quitting) showed that:

•	 Seafarers intending to quit reported higher rates of poor mental health (49.8%) 
compared with those intending to stay (25.4%); and 

•	 Among U.S. seafarers, the gap was even larger, with 65.3% of those planning to quit 
reporting poor well-being versus 34.9% of those intending to stay.

Qualitative findings
Interviews revealed that many seafarers expressed openness, or even concrete plans, 
to transition ashore. The survey comments also captured such intentions or actions.

Thoughts of leaving were common:

“This job is bullshit. To be frank, it’s a great career for recluse individuals 
or those running away from something. A job like seafaring further inhibits 
personal growth and keeps a person into the doldrums of work-work-work and 
say thank you for a pay check and your life at home be damned.” (42, U.S., Chief 
officer, Container ship)

“If the workload does not decrease and pay does not increase, I will be looking 
for an alternative career. This is simply not physically or mentally sustainable 
for the amount we are getting paid at the moment.” (32, U.S., Second engineer, 
Container ship)

“Reason I’m thinking about quitting: very hard time finding work, upcoming 
renewal of DP certification and more required training, increasing costs of 
keeping licenses, increasing workload and ZERO increase of pay.” (>60, U.S., 
Captain, MPV)

Some had taken steps toward transitioning ashore:

“I’d say biggest reason is the wages are falling behind. Shoreside engineers are 
starting to make as much on just base pay/40hrs a week. […] Whether it’s family, 
friends or whatever, when you spend this much time away from those people 
you grow distant.” (28, U.S., Second engineer, Ro-Ro)

Others had already left the profession:

“I miss going to sea, but life on board was not healthy or safe, and life in port 
was not either. I gave up the good pay and freedom, to get sleep, and I didn’t 
want to kill or be killed by someone’s exhausted negligence.” (40, U.S., Second 
officer, Bulk carrier)

Seafarers’ quotes further highlighted personal priorities, unsustainable stress, and 
declining job satisfaction. 



70 In search of a sea-life balance in an adverse environment

Family life was a central driver of career re-evaluation:

“The pay-to-work ratio is not worth spending time away from loved ones. 
Cost of living has increased exponentially more than the wages in maritime. 
[…] There is no longer an incentive to continue the stress of being away from 
home for months on end.” (33, U.S., Chief officer, Ro-Ro)

“The older I get, the more I reflect on life, especially on the time I have to 
spend away from my family and kids. That time feels heavier now.” (55, U.S., 
Second engineer, Container ship)

Professional dissatisfaction with the evolution of the work also emerged:

“I have lost some of my passion for this profession due to regulations and 
documentation overkill.” (>60, U.S., Chief officer, MPV)

Seafaring also acknowledged the cumulative strain that comes with the profession:

“The stress level and workload has steadily increased over the years that I 
have been doing this job. […] With the intensity of the job and the time away 
from home, I’m not sure if it’s been worth it.” (55, U.S., Second engineer, 
Container ship)

Finally, wider concerns were raised about an industry direction that makes the 
job unsustainable, and companies seem unable to address growing disaffection:

“Seagoing profession is no more charm with no increase of wages, 
criminalization, too much commercial pressure, and no family carriage.” 
(>60, U.S., Captain, PCC)

“It was thrilling in 1970–1980, before the world went upside down with 
terrorism. It is sad that the next generation of seamen will never have the 
excitement and feeling of being one with nature and our universe. They 
will never have the excitement of freedom.” (>60, U.S., Second engineer, 
General cargo ship)

“I have reached a point where I no longer believe my company has any 
interest in complying with the rules. […] I am convinced it is only a matter of 
time before something happens, and they hang the Captain out to dry.” (45, 
U.S., Captain, Container ship)

In the literature
In this study, only half of seafarers (45.2%) have no intention to quit. This closely 
aligns with a recent survey reporting that just over half (52.2%) expressed no 
immediate intention to leave the profession [94]. Together, these studies suggest 
that about half of seafarers intend to quit in the short term. This reinforces 
longstanding concerns about retention in the global shipping industry, as also 
emphasised in the recent Drewry Manning Report [7].
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Prior research has shown that poor working conditions, limited shore leave, 
increased regulatory burdens, stress, and fatigue all contribute to high turnover 
[95]—[97]. Psychosocial factors such as work-life balance and job satisfaction 
are especially critical, with evidence suggesting they account for the majority of 
seafarers’ decisions to leave the sea [98].

In this context, the high prevalence of poor well-being observed in our study may 
be a symptom and a driver of attrition. Because seafarers experiencing mental 
health issues are more likely to consider quitting the profession [99], regardless of 
whether they report good work-life balance or job satisfaction [94].

Remark
An array of evidence concerning working conditions suggests a deepening 
retention crisis. Crucially, this crisis appears to be inadequately measured, 
understood, and addressed by employers. Even the financial compensation 
(‘the money’), historically the main attractor to sea, is questioned. When such an 
attractor is eroded —and areas of dissatisfaction such as excessive workload, stress, 
paperwork, and absence of shore leave continue to grow unaddressed— there is 
no objective reason to retain seafarers at sea. When half of them plan to quit in an 
industry that takes 10 to 15 years to certify senior officers, the exodus may threaten 
the industry’s fundamental capacity to operate. Additionally, de-qualification of 
crew may worsen the working conditions of those who remain, forcing them to 
deal with reduced crew, high turnover among newcomers, and increased pressure, 
potentially compromising an already fragile safety. Furthermore, potential salary 
increases alone may not be sufficient to compensate for this increased hardship. 
This visible risk of worsening working conditions will only exacerbate the retention 
crisis and accelerate the exodus.
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04

Synthesis
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This section provides a synthetic analysis of the key aspects 
studied. The references and evidence underpinning this analysis are 
described in the survey data and literature review boxes. 

Multidimensional well-being review  
(work-life balance and working time)
Seafarers would appreciate shorter periods on board, but not at any price. Indeed, this 
preference implies a complex trade-off between better work-life balance and the need 
for ‘sufficient’ incomes. Untangled, these dimensions cannot be treated in isolation. 

Beyond individual preferences, choices are also motivated by background 
contextual questions, such as fiscal frameworks. While the 1:1 model seems to be 
appreciated for its potential to improve work-life balance, the financial system of tax 
exemption impedes further reduction in onboard time and incentivises seafarers to 
work at least six months a year.  

On board, the data confirms the normalization of very long hours for all seafarers. 
Seafarers work in excess of what the ILO considers decent working conditions and 
far beyond what is acceptable in any other safety-critical sector. Furthermore, the 
lack of sleep recovery opportunities (i.e. regular days off) does not mitigate the 
cumulative effect of very long work hours. As widely recognised in the scientific 
literature, chronic fatigue is widespread in the maritime sector and remains 
unaddressed. This fatigue undermines cognitive, physical and behavioural capacities 
of seafarers, potentially causing accidents and health troubles as indicated by the 
2019 IMO Guidelines on Fatigue. 

Compared to shore workers, seafarers work, on average, more hours per year. 
The gap is wide, particularly in developed nations. As the ILO research postulates, 
structurally excessive working hours result from insufficient basic income for 
individuals and unsuitable investments in overall crewing. The current practices 
in terms of seafarers’ employment agreements confirm the excessive overtime 
incentive, in package form or not.

Although research has unequivocally documented the dangers of fatigue at sea, 
regulations continue to permit unsustainable working time and crewing levels that fail 
to reflect actual operational demands. Consequently, the sector is plagued by chronic 
overwork, exhausting seafarers. The resulting cognitive, physical, and behavioural 
impairments of excessive work render any human factors safety strategy ineffective.

Finally, a three-variable equation emerges: work-life balance, satisfactory income 
and human factors (safe performance at work and health protection). The first two 
parameters are inherently subject to individual appreciation. However, targeted 
regulatory actions driven by scientific research can address human factors, especially 
fatigue risk management. As observed in other safety-critical systems, designing and 
implementing adequate responses is possible with sufficient political will. 

Currently, the structural inability to address fatigue questions the genuine willingness 
of maritime stakeholders to integrate human factors science at sea.
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Shore-generated demands subjugate operational stress 
Seafarers report comparatively higher levels of severe and potentially dangerous 
stress than shore workers. When placed in perspective, it appears that high stress is 
essentially associated with predictable blame and increased workload demands. 

The most stressful situations are inspections. Any negative outcome attracts 
companies’ attention, which invariably questions crews’ capacity and demands 
corrective responses, leading to unpleasant communication and additional 
workloads. The second source of stress is related to onboard administrative 
duties, which add to operational workload and are designed as a bureaucratic 
control system. Finally, port-related activities involve performing multiple activities 
simultaneously with a reduced crew and under commercial time pressure. 

Paradoxically, seafarers do not report the objective risks of navigation and 
operations as major stressors, despite carrying an incommensurably higher 
stake. Fears and control pressure seem to be blurring priorities and incentivising 
malpractices in recordkeeping, such as hiding non-conformities. 

Relevance of current Safety Management Systems
As in many industries, the SMSs become little more than a paper-making system, 
generating ever more procedures and instructions in an attempt to control everything. 
Additionally, the gap between procedures and operational practices undermines SMS 
credibility, suggesting that the SMS serves interests other than the claimed goal. 

Finally, reported weaknesses in the ISM Code’s feedback mechanism raise some 
serious questions. The fear of reporting and the absence of a satisfactory response 
are indicative of degraded relationships between sea and shore staff and a structural 
mistrust. Without an effective feedback mechanism, the relevance of the ISM Code is 
undermined. The purpose of highlighting safety concerns for top management to take 
action is lost, which is detrimental to the establishment of any meaningful safety culture.

Worrying trends jeopardising seafarers’ health  
and industry sustainability
As reported in other research, restricted or absent shore leave isolates seafarers 
on the ship. Trapped on the ship and under endless stress, there is almost no time 
to relax. Despite regulations requiring port authorities to facilitate crew access to 
shore, the top barriers to shore leave confirm that operational (workload, port time, 
restrictions) considerations take priority over everything else, suggesting a systemic 
failure to uphold basic human considerations against productivity in operation. 

Depicting a working environment that neglects human needs and limitations, the 
poor mental well-being scores were unsurprising. Seafarers have higher rates of 
poor mental health than the general population. 

The ultimate consequence of such a working environment is escape. In this regard, 
an array of evidence points to a deep retention crisis. Without providing suitable 
responses that address working and living conditions, many seafarers will quit, 
potentially affecting the overall shipping industry.
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U.S. seafarers appear to benefit from more favourable contractual terms—shorter 
contracts, longer leave periods, and a more balanced work-to-home ratio. In principle, 
these factors would enhance satisfaction by promoting better work–life balance. 
However, this apparent advantage seems offset by the intensity of their working 
schedules and discontent about their work environment.

First, the examination of annual hours of work showed that, counterintuitively, shorter 
periods on board are not associated with lower overall working load pressure. 
It means that expected higher remuneration and shorter periods at sea for U.S. 
seafarers are retroactively paid in work intensity. Hypothetically, the international 
labour market and crew internal mechanisms seem to be equilibrating annual 
workloads across nationalities. 

The supposedly better working conditions offered to seafarers from developed 
countries appear to be undermined by enhanced pressure and expectations. Directly 
associated with shore management decisions and practices, factors such as high 
workload, concerns about SMSs, inspection outcomes, administrative burden, and 
company communication seem to converge in deteriorating the work environment. 
Consequently, dissatisfaction and acute stress impact U.S. seafarers’ well-being, who 
exhibit poorer mental well-being than other seafarers. 

In addition, U.S. seafarers reported that core elements that compensate for the 
hardships of ship life, such as seeing the world and earning money, had vanished. The 
examination indicates that multiple other frustrations (e.g. distance from families or 
isolation) are no longer compensated for. Furthermore, the qualitative data suggest 
that working conditions are worsening continuously. 

Disillusionment seems widespread, prompting half the seafarers to consider quitting 
the occupation within a short timeframe. 

Therefore, any U.S. national strategy that considers maritime expansion may face severe 
difficulties in mobilising a dissatisfied workforce. To ensure a stable pool of seafarers 
capable of operating future ships and transmitting the know-how, authorities, industry 
leaders, and social partners need to acknowledge the issues and respond accordingly.
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