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Abstract

There are indications of consensus among commentators and other stakeholders that
shipping industry managements need to pay greater attention to ‘the human element’.
This thesis examines the ways merchant marine officers (seafarers), working for
British and European companies, are managed, through the theoretical specification
and empirical evaluation of issues and practices associated with the seafaring
employment relationship, including prospects for ‘progressive HRM’. Issues include
but not are limited to the influence of ‘open registries’ shortage of qualified officers,

stress among seatarers, and problems arising from demography.

A mixed methods design was selected to evaluate a set of theoretically derived
research propositions. Quantitative data was collected, using a questionnaire, from a
sample of 357 seafarers working on board merchant vessels. Qualitative data was
collected, using semi-structured interviews, from 10 individuals representing shipping
company managements. A variety of statistical and qualitatively inclined operations

were undertaken to analyse the data.

The results indicate little evidence to conclude that systematic, progressive people
management 1S applied by shipping companies to which the study findings may be
generalised, in relation to their seafarers. In a high-tech, stressful and complex
working environment of the shipping industry with soaring financial and
environmental risks, ‘externalisation’ of employment relationships appears to be
given priority over more developmental investment in seafaring human capital even
among employers in traditional maritime countries where such ideas have currency

with policy makers.

The thesis contributes to knowledge by i1dentifying a series of predictions to facilitate
the systematic evaluation of how seafaring employment is being managed, accounting
for normative claims in both shipping and HRM, and through assembly and analysis
of an empirical database under conditions where access has to overcome a
combination of managerial sensitivity to external inquiry and remoteness of the

population of interest.
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Chapter One: Introduction

1.1 The research problem

As a general definition, whoever works on board ships at sea is called a seafarer. For

the purpose of this thesis, however, the term ‘seafarers’ is limited to officers who

1

work on board merchant ships’. Beset with competitive, technological, and,

environmental demands, the ‘quality’ of merchant seafarers in the contemporary
shipping industry (measured in terms of capabilities and skills) must be “extremely
high” (Theotokas and Progoulaki, 2007: 383). Delegation of ‘shipboard controls’
(Kowtha, 1998) to the officers who navigate and engineer merchant fleets suggests

the need for particular attention to be paid to these highly skilled workforce members,

and the ways in which they are managed.

Tensions surrounding seafarer quality have been highlighted in the shipping literature
(both academic and trade publications). On the one hand, it i1s reported that ship
owners emphasise the ‘vital’ nature of labour costs in overall operational financial
management to remain competitive. A globalisation of the seafarers’ labour market
over the past 25 years has been reported (Sampson and Zhao, 2003), with the
implication that to achieve cost reductions “shipping companies worldwide |have
been] moving away from the majority of traditional maritime regions such as Europe
and North America ... to employ crews from countries where labour cost 1s low”
(Theotokas and Progoulaki, 2007: 383). On the other hand, ‘crew quality’ has been

increasingly highlighted as a cause for grave concern, with recently published “hard

statistical evidence ... from one of the leading marine insurers, the Norwegian Hull
Club, directly linking the rise in the number of accidents at sea with human and
navigational error” (Frank, 2008: 1). This new data reconfirms the findings of a study

published in the early 1980s, pointing to the ‘human element’ in 90 per cent of

serious incidents at sea (Sampson and Zhao, 2003: 32).

' The shipping industry is made up of a large number of sectors and sub-sectors: e.g. ship building,

chartering, navy, merchant marine and its sub-sectors. In this thesis, the shipping industry is
limited to the merchant marine sector. All the ships in this sector whether trading in ‘short sea’ or

‘deep sea’ have been included. Short sea means coastal shipping and deep sea 1s ocean transport.




Alongside “intense commercial pressure, heavy and condensed traffic, and market
factors such as a lack of repair capacity”, a lack of qualified officers has been
highlighted as adding to shipping insurers’ risks, which the Norwegian Hull Club
expects to increase both for 2008 and 2009 (Frank, 2008: 1). Remarks published in a
Lloyds List report, attributed to Arne Birkeland Chief Operating Officer of the mutual
insurer, suggest that “the industry is in ‘serious trouble’ ... as the shortage of officers
grows, with many serving officers promoted before acquiring the necessary
experience to take on high workloads and commercial pressures” (Frank, 2008:
1). The globalisation of the shipping workforce, it is argued, adds a further worrying
dimension: namely that, with seafarers recruited through networks of crewing agents,
“aboard modern international vessels i1t 1s common to find crews composed of men
and women from several, or several dozen, countries” (Sampson and Zhao, 2003: 32).
Problems associated with employing mixed crew from different countries to live and
work on board ship have been linked to differences in culture, education, and living
standards. Furthermore, some of these seafarers experience English language
difficulties, which have brought about communication problems on board the ships.
With technological changes requiring primary reliance on voice-based
communication, making traditional universal forms of communication at sea (such as
Morse lamps) redundant (Sampson and Zhao, 2003), the multilingual character of
crewing adds a further challenge to effective leadership required on the part ot ships

officers.

Two aspects — resourcing ships crews and ‘human error’ — have been especially
highlighted as problems for shipping industry management. These will be discussed

further below, to pave the way for a statement of purpose for the thesis investigation.

1.1.1 Seafarer resourcing issues

Developed countries, which once were the shipping nations, are experiencing
problems in attracting their nationals to work at sea. For the past several years
manpower updates, published by the International Shipping Federation (BIMCO/ISF,
2000; www.marisec.org) have reported a decline in the number of officers each year,

indicative of a shortage of skilled seafarers to work both on board the ships and



ashore. Leggate (2004) concludes that, despite the lack of a model for counting
seafarers systematically, there has been a marked decline in qualified officers from
OECD countries. Glen et al (2003) forecast a 10 per cent decline in the number of
officers in the UK, a traditional maritime nation, in the period to 2007. At the same
time, 1t 1s reported that seafarers leave the job early in their career and transfer to
shore-based employment, not necessarily in the maritime sector. Since shipping

related jobs ashore often need people with seafaring experience, the shortage of

skilled seatarers also has a negative effect on shore jobs (Pettit et al, 2005).

Demographic issues, in the form of the ‘ageing workforce’ and limited gender
diversity, have also been identified as problematic in the maritime labour market.

Glen et al (2002) surveyed the age profile of UK seafarers in 2001, discovering that

73% of all ofticers are aged over 40 years. While not raising it specifically as a

problem, writers such as Thomas (2004) has drawn attention to improving gender
diversity as one possible solution to the shortage of qualified officers in the shipping
industry. Men have dominated the job of seafaring, historically, due to the hard work
and difficult living and working conditions on board ships. Modern ship design and
seafaring tasks have made the job and life potentially easier, however. The question
arises, however, as to whether shipping employers have policies and provide service

conditions conducive to equal opportunity for women to join the seafaring workforce.

1.1.2 Human error: seafarers’ safety and wellbeing

As noted in the opening paragraphs of this chapter, the importance of the human
element in shipping accidents has been widely recognised. Rothblum (2003) argues
that human error is the cause of the vast majority (75-96%) of all marine accidents.
The ‘human’, in human error, may be defined as any one who some how is related to
the safe running of sea-going vessels. In addition to the seafarers working on board
the ships, this may include architects and engineers who design and build the ship and

her related equipment, as well as the on-shore managers who manage the ship

commercially and technically.

Specifically in relation to seafarers, researchers in the maritime industry have linked a

range of issues with human error, either directly or indirectly. In addition to the
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shortage of qualified officers, the ageing workforce, and labour diversity, factors
highlighted include labour inefficiency, lack of or poor training, fatigue due to
onboard work regimes, employee health and safety, stress, unattractiveness of marine
jobs, lack of job security, and high rates of staff turnover (Moran, 1996; MORI-
report, 1996; McConville, 1999; Cockroft, 2000; Alderton and Winchester, 2001:
Donn and Morris, 2001; Kahveci and Sampson, 2001; Smith, 2001; Zhao, 2001;
Donn, 2002b; Glen et al, 2002; Klikauer and Morris, 2002; NUMAST*, 2002:

Everard and McConville, 2003; Kovats, 2003; Stevenson, 2003; Squire, 2004;
Leggate, 2004; Grey, 2008).

A survey by NUMAST (2002) found that 60-80% of respondents considered
workloads, stress and fatigue as the major problems affecting seafarers over the
preceding decade. Thomas et al (2003) argue that separation from family is the main
cause of stress. Reduced manning levels, fast port turnaround, and ‘paperwork’
burden have been mentioned as reasons for fatigue. Cockroft (2000) identified issues
such as recruitment practices, limited career development, safety and working
conditions, pay and welfare at port and at sea as problematic areas of shipping labour

management.

A MORI (Market & Opinion Research International) survey conducted in 1996 (see
[LO, 2001), is one of very few published surveys investigating seafarers’ working
and living conditions. More than 6,000 seafarers were surveyed in 93 countries and
topics included: employment contract details (including pay), working hours and

onboard conditions, communications, incidents of abuse, safety and welfare, and

influences on trade union activity.

Over half the respondents (54%) said they were recruited through a manning agent
and had no direct relations with their actual employer, with 11% reporting having to
pay a third person in order to get a job. On pay levels, 34% reported receiving less

than $1099 pa. Communications problems were reported, with 42% of seafarers

? This acronym stands for the National Union of Marine, Aviation and Sh?pping Tran_sport. Since
2™ ctober 2006 the union has been known as ‘NAUTILUS UK - the union for maritime

professionals’.
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working in a language other than their own, and 40% of seafarers complaining of
having difficulties 1n understanding colleagues. Approaching two-thirds of
respondents (62%) reported working between eight and 12 hours a day. A large
proportion of seafarers reported a decline in standards linked to aspects such as
workload, manning levels, job security, stress levels, pay and shore leave. More than
29% of seafarers, mainly those employed on board ‘flag of convenience’ vessels,
reported experiencing unfair treatment. In relation to trade union rights, 14% of
seafarers said they had been warned not to contact trade unions. Finally, almost two-

thirds (65%) reported having had some sort of accident on board vessels during the

two years preceding the date of the survey.

Various bodies, for example, the International Maritime Organisation (IMO), the
International Labour Organisation (ILO), the World Health Organisation (WHO),
maritime unions, shipping federations, shipping companies, flag states, port states,
marine insurers, classification societies, and universities have promoted rules and
regulations intended to minimise accidents on board ships. Training has been
highlighted as one route by which to limit human error related problems (MAIB,
2005): the revision of STCW (Standard of Training, Certification and Watch Keeping
for Seafarers)’ applicable to maritime colleges worldwide is an example of recent

initiatives to address a lack of systematic control over seafarer training standards.

1.2 Summary and focus of the thesis

There are signs of consensus that managerial problems in the shipping industry are, at
core, human related. Repeatedly attention is drawn to issues of skills shortage, linked
with demographics and a perception that seafaring is unattractive particularly to
potential candidates from the advanced industrial regions such as Europe.
Competitive pressures and action by ship owners to reduce labour costs by recruiting
seafarers from a global labour pool — drawing especially from ‘cheap’ employment
markets — have been identified as exacerbating the problems of seafaring leadership,
with published evidence claiming to link crewing strategies to health, safety, and

environmental concerns that have beset the industry as catalogued over the past two-

3 A convention adopted by IMO to establish a minimum standard of training for seafarers.
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three decades. Although seafaring labour has been studied from an economic and
sociological standpoint, examination specifically of the way seafarers are managed is

lacking. Given the managerial problem faced by the shipping industry in its

contemporary environment sketched in this introductory chapter, it seems reasonable

to inquire systematically into the ideas and practices applied to manage the industry’s

core human resource (i.e. the seafarers). Accordingly the thesis is focused by the

following aim and objectives.

Aim: to make a contribution to knowledge in relation to shipping and HRM through
the theoretical specification and empirical evaluation of issues and practices in the

management of seafarers and their attendant employment experience.
Objectives: To meet the foregoing research aim, a number of objectives follow:

To specity theoretically-informed frameworks to help predict and analyse people
management policy and practice applicable to seafarers, derived from sources
describing current practice in the shipping industry, accounting for strategic choices
at sector and sub-sector level, on the one hand, and informed, on the other hand, by

literature describing the nature of ‘progressive’ HRM approaches.

Using the theoretical material, to develop hypotheses to organise an empirical
investigation into the character and implications of people management applied to

seafarers in the British and wider European-based merchant maritime industry.

To assemble a database, drawing on primary research informed by samples of

respondents from shipping management companies and seafarers, to facilitate

triangulated evaluation of predicted issues and trends.

To draw analytical inferences from the primary data regarding the character of human

resource management applicable to seafarers in contemporary practice, and the extent

to which this may or may not be regarded as ‘progressive’.

The remainder of the thesis is organised over a further six chapters, as follows. In

chapter 2, approaches to shipping business organisation and seafarer management and
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their consequences are conceptualised, drawing on shipping industry literature, in part
informed by classical approaches to business strategy as applied to a shipping
industry context (e.g. Glen, 2005). The discussion is supplemented by a review of
empirically oriented literature describing the character of the contemporary shipping
iIndustry and seafaring work, accounting for economic, legal, political, social, and
technological developments during the past two-three decades or so. Predictions are
framed and specified using operational measures to focus empirical evaluation. In
chapter 3, literature discussing resource-based business strategy and normative HRM
Is drawn on to consider in conceptual and operational terms ways in which action by
shipping managements might be evaluated assuming the adoption of a more

‘progressive’ orientation towards management of the seafarer employment

relationship that has been reported in the extant shipping literature. This alternative
specification 1s developed mindful of argument that the environment in which
shipping companies from traditional maritime nations must compete for sustainable
advantage necessitates action to build a more ‘internalised’ relationship with core
workforce members — in particular, the officers who engineer and navigate merchant
marine fleets. This approach stands in contrast to perceptions of increasingly de-
regulated and ‘externalised’ employment systems across the global shipping industry.
Operational indicators derived from conceptual HRM commentary, as well as work
undertaken in other industry sectors (Pfeffer, 1995, 1998; Hoque, 2000), are
developed tailored to evaluate predictions applicable to the management of seataring

employment and its consequence for individuals targeted by HRM practices.

In chapter 4, methodological issues are examined underpinning the ‘mixed methods’
empirical research design informing the thesis, premised on a ‘conventionalist’
epistemology (Johnson and Duberley, 2000) - i.e. the working assumption is that,
although the analyst’s predilection is towards objective engagement with ‘facts’ about
shipping and seafarer management, in practice, assembling and evaluating empirical
data involving human subjects — and a human analyst — introduces subjective

interpretation and thus disturbance to inferences about empirically observable

patterns and trends.
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Findings are presented in chapter 5, drawing on a database comprising quantitative
and qualitative elements gathered during the primary research phase of the thesis.
Categorical data analysis techniques are applied to discern and test the statistical
significance of associations between variables gathered from a survey of seafarers
(n=357), complemented and extended using qualitative interview data from
managerial respondents from a small sample of shipping companies (n=10) in respect
of business strategy, flag of registration, and vessel characteristics and approaches to
determining employment arrangements applicable to seafarers. Managerial initiatives
In relation to workforce demographics and work conditions-related policies (e.g.
fatigue and stress-management) are also explored. Seafarer perspectives on their
employment experiences are presented, before reporting on work carried out to
Interrogate the quantitative data set to surface factors indicative of the extent to which
a ‘progressive turn’ might be inferred in the management of seafarers — against the
normative indicators developed in chapter 3. Statistical findings are again

complemented with non-standardised evidence collected from managerial interviews.

In chapter 6, empirical findings are combined with relevant aspects of the literature
used to frame the study, to inform inferences regarding the character of observable
human resource management applied to seafarers in the shipping industry. It i1s argued
that, evidenced by the sample data gathered for this thesis, differential practice in the
substance of employment terms and conditions extended to seafarers may be
observed comparing seafarers in different industry sub-sectors and vessel types, as
well as based on nationality. Predicted discontent among seafarers generally
regarding one particular consequence of their management — conditions of working
life aboard the vessels they sail in — is not substantiated by the data, however.
Similarly, while there is widespread agreement among seafarers and shipping
management representatives alike regarding the stressful nature of seafaring,
perceived sources of stress appear to differ from those implied in the extant shipping
literature. Finally, drawing on the normative practice benchmarks, it is argued that the
evidence suggests a need for caution before inferring more than a piecemeal adoption
of ‘progressive’ HRM in the management of seafarers. The position is suggestive

that, given the emphasis among influential stakeholders in shipping on improved
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management of ‘the human element’ a gap remains contrasting prescription and

observable practice.

Brief concluding remarks are presented in chapter 7, synthesising thesis outcomes

against the study’s aim and objectives, along with possible areas for future research.
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Chapter Two: The Shipping Industry and
Management of the Human Element

2.1 Introduction

In the opening chapter of the thesis, management of the ‘human element’ or ‘people
dimension’ (specifically seafarers) as a central problem facing the contemporary
shipping industry was sketched. This problem provides the rationale for the thesis
submitted here. A key question to focus discussion of the shipping industry and
people management practices applied to seafarers is to what extent is the reported
emphasis among interested parties that the ‘human element’ is central to the ability of
shipping companies to survive and prosper consistent with reported policies and
practices associated with the employment relationship available to seafarers? To what
extent has attention to the people dimension commensurate with ensuring skilled
seafaring leadership (masters and other officers) that may be expected to provide a
competitive, healthy and safe environment, with the prospect of a pipeline of
resources to succeed current seafarers, been recorded in the shipping management
literature? Are there indications in the shipping literature suggesting a relationship
between people management practices and particular industry segments and/or with
particular organisational strategies? What are the implications of these findings for
development of a conceptual framework and operational indicators to guide new

primary research (the first objective of the thesis)?

In this chapter, the shipping industry’s structural characteristics are discussed along

with the strategies corporate management in shipping companies have been observed

as pursuing, recorded in relevant literature. This material provides a context to focus
discussion on what is known regarding the ways in which the employment
relationship between shipping employers and seafarers is managed, and the
consequences that have been observed flowing from the strategies and practices in
action. These theoretical findings (illustrated by reported secondary empirical
evidence) are used to develop propositions on the variables in play and what primary
research might expect to discover, to guide analysis of the contemporary situation. A

summary list of propositions is presented in table 2.11 at the end of this chapter.
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2.2 Shipping: Structure and Business Environment

As a service industry to trade, international shipping or ‘merchant marine’ (by far the
main mode of international transport of goods) has facilitated international trade and
has contributed to its expansion (OECD, 2001). Total seaborne trade volume was
estimated by UNCTAD (cited by OECD, 2001) to have reached 5330 million metric

tonnes in 2000. It is, however, misleading to talk about a [i.e. one] shipping industry:

“The cargo shipping industry is not a homogenous entity. It consists
of several discrete sectors, each of which is served by different types
of purpose built vessels. Each sector is marked by specific
performances and structural features,<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>