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Introduction
According to the International Maritime Health Association,
“it has been established that seafaring is one of the most
physically demanding professions in one of the most
dangerous work environments - the sea.” Working at sea is
challenging both physically and mentally: it includes many
possible dangers in accidents, injuries, and diseases. In
addition to that, the consequences of the global COVID-19
pandemic have been especially devastating for seafarers who
have experienced job losses and uncertainty about when they
can leave their vessel and see their families.
This guide will help you understand the main differences between anxiety and
stress, recognise the contributing factors affecting seafarers’ mental health, and
apply appropriate techniques to improve seafarers’ well-being.

Special thanks to seafarers who contributed to this guide: Nyari Nain, Yrhen
Bernard Balinis, Ashish Thakur, Makhosi Mbokazi, Petrina Nariswari, Ikramul
Hossain.
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Ashish Thakur
Marine Engineer, India

What Does Well-Being Mean to You?
“Life at sea is not all smooth. Anything can

overtakes the bussiness mostly which

come up at any time because it is a ship,

make us think of ourself first rather than

and seafarers run the ship worldwide.

company.

If we are not happy on board then our

Whatever is the circumstances seafarers’

ability to run ship deteriorates.

well-being should be the number one

Well-being of seafarers should be the

priority. This can change the perception

number one priority but sometimes it

of maritime sector.”

Watch Online:
#SeafarersPointOfView Interview: Life on the Water
with Ashish Thakur
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1.1 What is Stress and Anxiety
Most people experience stress and anxiety at some point in their lives. Depending
on the level of severity, they can detrimentally impact one’s quality of life. It
is generally accepted that a small amount of stress can help you to function
effectively. It adds a sense of urgency to whatever you are doing and helps to
provide motivation. However, when most people talk about stress, they mean ‘too
much stress.’ Generally, stress is a response to an external cause, such as a tight
deadline at work or arguing with a friend and subsides once the situation has
been resolved.

The World Health Organization estimates that 264 million people are affected
by depression globally and states that “the burden of mental disorders
continues to grow with significant impacts on health and major social, human
rights and economic consequences in all countries of the world.”

Anxiety is a person’s specific reaction to stress; its origin is internal. Anxiety
is typically characterized by a persistent feeling of apprehension or dread in
situations that are not actually threatening. Unlike stress, anxiety persists even
after a concern has passed. Ongoing stress can turn into a major problem in
terms of mental health. Neurological insights into how the brain processes stress
suggest that stress is a common trigger for anxiety. It is important to catch
anxiety symptoms early to prevent the development of an anxiety disorder, the
most common mental health issue in the world.
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1.2 Stress and Anxiety in the
Maritime Industry
International Maritime Health Association reported that “it has been established
that seafaring is one of the most physically demanding professions in one of the
most dangerous work environments: the sea.” Working at sea is challenging both
physically and mentally and includes many possible dangers in accidents, injuries,
and diseases.
However, over the last few years, maritime professionals have been subjected to
additional work-related stresses mainly because of stringent laws and regulations
and all the paperwork and formalities that come along with them. In addition to
that, the consequences of the pandemic have been especially devastating for
seafarers who have experienced job losses and uncertainty about when they can
leave their vessel and see their families. Many are stranded far from home and in great
need of financial support.

Photo © 2021 Nyari Nain
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Stress and anxiety are taking a major toll on seafarers’
mental health
Enough has been said on the topic of stress and its effects on seafarers at sea.
Several studies have depicted how stress and anxiety are taking a major toll on
seafarers’ mental health. A recent study conducted by Yale university came as a
shocker when 20% of the seafarers involved in the study reported that they had
contemplated suicide or self-harm at some point in time.
The study analysed 1,572 responses from a representative cohort of seafarers
over a variety of vessel types and trades and concluded that 25% suffered from
moderate to severe depression, 17% had anxiety, and 20% had considered
self-harm or suicide either several days or every day in the two weeks before
completing the survey. These are extraordinarily high figures when compared with
studies of other populations.

Seafarer Mental Health Study by Yale University (October 2019)

25% Suffered from moderate
to severe depression

17% had anxiety

20% had considered
self-harm or suicide
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Makhosi Mbokazi
Marine Superintendent, South Africa

What Does Well-Being Mean to You?
“For physical well-being, the crew should

should be trained in this regard and a

be provided with healthy meals and encour-

culture created on board that supports

aged to exercise. Training of seafarers is

the seafarers’ well-being instead of the

very focused mainly on physical well-being

old “walk it off’ concept that’s always

and competence, where seafarers are taken

been a culture on board.

for medical check-ups to ensure they are
physically fit and their documentation

Means of communication with loved

verified for competency.

ones at home and having healthy relation-

Very little is provided to ensure that seafarers are mentally fit or provided with the
support when showing signs of
deterioration in mental health on board.
Since the senior officers on board are

ships with each other on board with very
little to no conflict. Each ship may contain
more than 3 or 4 nationals on board. It can
be difficult to eliminate conflict, but means
or control measures should be in place to
minimise this.”

in charge of the crew wellness they

Watch Online:
#SeafarersPointOfView Interview: Breaking Barriers with Makhosi Mbokazi
Photo © 2021 Makhosi Mbokazi
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2.1 Contributing Factors
What makes seafarers more prone to suffer from mental health issues than
those working offshore? Below are the social and organisational factors that
can influence seafarers’ daily work and affect their overall well-being.

• Lack of communication with the outside world:
being away from home for a long (sometimes
extended) time, unable to see family, and having
limited internet access.

• Physical demands such as split shift patterns,
difficult working hours in dangerous and
unpredictable environments can contribute to
seafarers experiencing fatigue and exhaustion.

• Long and uncertain working hours have been one
of the main reasons for stress onboard. This leads
to an imbalance in the human biological clock
caused by a lack of proper work and rest hours.

• Social isolation is compounded by quick
turnaround times in port: not enough time to rest
and participate in leisure activities essential for
good wellbeing.
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• The multinational crews make it challenging to
communicate with each other because of different
cultures and values. As a result, it is not easy to
form a strong bond between the crew members.

• Bullying and harassment in the shipping industry
lead people to be afraid of “bullies,” lose their
interest and confidence at work and distance
themselves from their routine.

• Criminalization, when mariners face criminal
charges resulting from an incident or accident
involving their vessel or someone on board, has
an overwhelming impact on seafarers’ feelings.

Monitor the status of seafarers’ well-being, general health,
and COVID-19 risks in real-time and by location. Take
CrewCare App

immediate action and offer direct support to those who
need it Safebridge CrewCare App.
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2.2 Identifying Signs of Stress
and Anxiety
Stress

Anxiety

Cause/Origin
Short term and in response to
a recognized threat

Can linger and may not have
an identifiable trigger

Symptoms
Faster heartbeat
Faster heartbeat
Faster breathing
Faster breathing
Constipation
Constipation
Anxious thoughts
Anxious thoughts
Moodiness, irritability, or anger
Moodiness, irritability, or anger
General unhappiness
General unhappiness
A feeling of being overwhelmed
A feeling of being overwhelmed
Loneliness
Loneliness
Nausea
Nausea
Dizziness
Dizziness
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Faster heartbeat
Faster breathing
Constipation
A feeling of unease or dread
Sweating
Nervousness
Tenseness
Restlessness
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2.3 How our Body Reacts to
a Threatening Situation
Brain

Immune System

Difficulty concentrating,

Decreased immune

anxiety, depression, irritability,

function, lowered immune

moos, mind fog.

defences, increased risk
of becoming ill, increase

Cardiovascular

in recovery time.

Higher cholesterol,
high blood pressure,

Gut

increased risk of heart

Nutrient absorption,

attack and stroke.

constipation, indigestion,
bloating, pain, and

Joints and Muscles
Increased

discomfort

inflammation, tension,

Reproductive System

aches and pains,

Decreased hormone

muscle tightness.

production, decrease in
libido, increase in PMS

Skin

symptoms

Hair loss, dull/brittle
hair, brittle nails, dry
skin, acne, delayed
tissue repair
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2.4 Fight, Flight or Freeze
The fight or flight response is an automatic physiological reaction to an event
that is perceived as stressful or frightening.
The perception of threat activates the sympathetic nervous system and triggers
an acute stress response that prepares the body to either stay and deal with
danger, run away to safety, or freeze.
Freezing is fight-or-flight on hold, where you further prepare to protect yourself.
It involves similar physiological changes, but instead, you stay completely still
and get ready for the next move.
Fight-flight-freeze is not a conscious decision. It is an automatic reaction.

Fight-or-Flight Response

Heart
Beats faster. Pumps more
blood. Blood pressure
rises Blood increases to
muscles Blood decreases
to organs
Skin
Sweating begins
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Lungs
Breathing becomes
faster & shallower
Consume more oxygen
Expel more carbon

Pancreas
Pumps out glucagon
Produces less insulin
Blood sugar level rises
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Perceiving a non-threatening situation as threatening
While in evolution, the stress response helped us survive, in today’s world, our fight
or flight response can be can be activated from non-life-threatening stressors,
such as psychological or mental stress (work, bills, kids, marriage, finances, and
health). Our interpretation of everyday stressors is what makes the fight or flight
response to be activated.
People that worked in life-threatening situations are more likely to perceive a nonthreatening situation as threatening due to the long-lasting period that they had to
protect themselves from actual danger.
As a result, a person may constantly be in a state of alertness, fear, and anxiety.
Seafaring is one of the professions where people not only work in a fast-changing
environment; they also deal with unpredictable and realistically dangerous
situations such as the weather, risks of piracy, and crises at sea.

Photo “D is for Diligence” ©
2021 Yrhen Bernard Balinis

Monitor the status of seafarers’ well-being, general health,
and COVID-19 risks in real-time and by location.
CrewCare App

Take immediate action and offer direct support to those
who need support with Safebridge CrewCare App.
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Seafarers’ Well-Being Affects Their Productivity
The prolonged stage of frustration or stress can be extremely harmful to seafarers’
physical and mental health, affect their performance at sea and lead to the
following situations:

Refusal to follow

Repeating the same

Reduced work

instructions

mistakes

efficiency

Making severe offenses

Neglecting interaction

Inability to influence

against the law

with crew member

decisions

Feeling inadequate to

Negligence towards

perform assigned tasks

duties

Continuous stress can also lead seafarers to experience job fatigue, or “burnout”
(mental, emotional, and physical exhaustion related to the individual’s work).
Simultaneously, it is crucial to maintain a healthy body to get through challenging
situations and improve emotional well-being to cope with the difficulties at work.
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Yrhen Bernard Balinis
Deck Officer, The Philippines

What Does Well-Being Mean to You?
“Emotional well-being is tricky and is in

These skills will help you to cope with

need of the greatest attention especially

stress, pressure, and to handle your

this pandemic.

emotions better.

It is the ability to be resilient and self-loving

Delayed disembarkation or cancelled

all the while practicing relaxation and

repatriation? Call on your emotional skills!”

stress management.
To strengthen this, we must be equipped
with high emotional skills particularly
positive disposition, emotion regulation,
and mindfulness.

Watch Online:
#SeafarersPointOfView Interview: Shipping in the
Eyes of a Newcomer with Yrhen Bernard Balinis
Photo © 2021 Yrhen Bernard Balinis
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CHAPTER 3
2

Coping with Stress
and Anxiety
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3.1 Thought Record Table
The idea behind keeping a record of your thoughts, feelings, and behaviour is that
the way we think (our cognitions) and what we do (our behaviour) affects the way
we feel. If we want to change the way we feel, we will need to change the way we
think and act. Gaining awareness of these interconnections is the path to reclaim
control of your body and mind.

Thought record benefits:
Recognize and change your negative thought patterns
Develop a habit to pay more attention to your thought
Take control of your emotions through mindful thinking
Sometimes it may seem that our feelings are a direct result of situations (a marine
engineer feels anxious when facing an emergency in the engine room); however,
there is a crucial factor that defines one’s behavioural and emotional responses
to stimuli (situation). Although not always obvious, in the space between stimulus
and response lies one’s own thoughts and perceptions. These thoughts, then, are
the cause of one’s response to each stimuli (situation).

THOUGHT RECORD
Situation

Thought

Emotions

Negative
Thinking

Evidence for
This Thinking

Alternative
Thinking

Describe the

What thoughts

Describe your

Identify the

Look at the

What would

situation that

first entered

feelings. Its

negative

evidence for

someone else

led to your

your mind?

normal to feel

thinking

and against this

say about this

unpleasant

more than one

behind your

thinking. Have

situation? What

feelings

emotion.

initial thought.

you been in a

is an alternative

similar situation

way of viewing

before?

it?
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3.2 Relaxation Techniques
By doing activities that promote relaxation, seafarers can counteract the stress
response with the relaxation response. When done regularly, breathing relaxation
techniques and mindfulness can help improve the overall well-being.

Benefits of deep breathing
70% of toxins are released simply by breathing correctly.
Relieves emotional distress. Clear out negative feelings.
Increases oxygen supply, which improves blood quality.
Releases tension, eases pain and elevates mood.

Practicing deep breathing onboard
Sit on your bed or a comfortable chair in your cabin. Count to 5. Inhale through
your nose and expand your belly. Hold and count to 3. Exhale with a slightly
open mouth, count to 5. Repeat until complete relaxation.
Listen Online:
Listen to Relaxation Techniques at Sea by ISWAN
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3.3 Physical Activity
Keeping active and taking part in sports contributes to our physical, psychological,
and social well-being. According to ISWAN, if a seafarer can take responsibility for
their health within their living and working environment, there are significant health
benefits.

Physical activity reduces the stress response by:
Decreasing stress hormones, including adrenaline and cortisol
Increasing endorphins
Improving calmness
Promoting better sleep

Download the “Fit on board” guide by ISWAN to learn more about
how seafarers can safely determine their fitness level and tips on
warm-up, working out, and cooling down.

These are some examples of seafarers finding motivation to work out at sea.

Workout Motivation at

5 Minute Workout at Sea

Seaman Health Awareness

Sea by Sailor Singh

by BareReal

by Gala Ni Jan
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3.4 Social Support
Social support can minimize psychological and physiological reactions to
perceived threats. It provides a sense of safety and protection, which makes
people feel less fearful. The social support of seafarers, though limited to
coworkers, is of vital importance for their well-being.
Aggression, harassment, bullying, and discrimination are only some of the
behaviours that many seafarers face. Such actions can, if left unchallenged, create
severe problems for both seafarers and shipowners.
It is essential to work as a team to ensure the safe and efficient operations of
a ship. Teams that work best are those where team members feel valued and
supported with dignity and respect.
Everyone has a responsibility to set a positive example and behave in a manner,
which will not offend, embarrass, or humiliate others, whether deliberate or
unintentional. Therefore, seafarers must follow procedures set by their company
• Know who to contact in case of a work-related problem
• Report their experience with harassment or bullying
• Inform about such events directed to other crew members

Inject a well-being culture within your workforce
with an on-demand webinar for seafarers,
“Restoring Well-being During Challenging Times
Onboard.”
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What Does Well-Being Mean to You?
Md Ikramul Hossain

Petrina Nariswari.

Marine Officer, Bangladesh

Deck Cadet, Indonesia

Well-being of seafarers lead the mindset of

I would like to define the well-being of

working safely onboard which depends on

seafarers at sea. It means Seawoman on

the management as well as on crews of a

vessel, that the second home. Follow your

particular circle. Seafarers stay away from

goals and you definitely be able to achieve

home, family for a long period of time. If

them. God is never wrong in giving the

they share their problems with each other,

sustenance.

getting proper rest as per Convention,
Recreational facilities, connecting with the
family, tamely wages received etc all lead
them to a well-being living.

Photo "Heading towards wonders" © 2021 Md Ikramul Hossain
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In recent years it has become paramount to support not just the physical wellness
of employees but also their wellbeing in the workplace. The recommendations
provided in this guide may help you identify crew members at risk and help anxious
and distressed seafarers seek help.

The Psychological First Aid (PFA)
While initially developed for individuals affected by a disaster or traumatic incident,
PHA can also be applied in the maritime industry. PFA is a supportive and practical
first response given to people in emotional distress during or immediately after a
crisis. Their recommendation is to look for the initial symptoms of mental illness
such as irritability, anxiety, absenteeism, or aggression towards colleagues and
intervene before it worsens. If we see suicides as difficulty or failure to cope with
daily life, we can see that we have room for prevention, intervention, and rescue of
one’s life. Anyone trained in PFA can provide emotional support, and PFA can help
prevent the onset and development of mental illnesses.

Photo © 2021 Nyari Nain
IMPROVING EMOTIONAL WELL-BEING OF SEAFARERS

26

powered by

Soft Skills Development
Another suggestion is related to the soft skills involved in coping with or
safeguarding from stress. Psychometric assessments used in selecting and
promoting seafarers can act as a preventative strategy for dealing with challenging
situations onboard. Seafarers who cannot perform effectively under pressure may
improve their skills with tailored training courses to increase their coping flexibility
and enhance their confidence.

Communication
Evi Argyrou, — Counseling Psychologist, SafeMetrix
Stress can cause people to pull away from others. They may want to isolate
themselves from the rest of a crew. When this happens, communication is
impaired.
They
cannot
receive
proper
and care,
is onetoofisolate
the
Stress can
cause
people
to pull
awaysupport
from others.
Theywhich
may want
most
helpful from
coping
strategies
stress
and
anxiety.
Additionally,
when
themselves
the
rest of a for
crew.
When
this
happens,
communication
seafarers
areThey
stressed,
it isreceive
easy for
themsupport
to misunderstand
another
person’s
is impaired.
cannot
proper
and care, which
is one
intentions
or communication.
Thus, having
well-developed
communication
of the most
helpful coping strategies
for stress
and anxiety.
Additionally,
skills
enable aare
seafarer
to express
ask for help another
while he/
whenwill
seafarers
stressed,
it is easyhis
forfeelings
them toand
misunderstand
she
is under
stress. or communication. Thus, having well-developed
person’s
intentions
communication skills will enable a seafarer to express his feelings and ask
for help while he/she is under stress.

Increase your crew’s coping flexibility and enhance their confidence by
developing their Coping Under Pressure skills. Assess seafarer skill gaps and
immediately address them with targeted online training.
Get started today
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Safebridge CrewCare App
Jointly developed by volunteer group Container Shipping Supporting Seafarers
(CSSS), maritime EdTech company Safebridge, data analytics company Motion
Ventures, and the Universities of Manchester and Plymouth – Safebridge CrewCare
App encourages seafarers to open up about their feelings and thoughts to mitigate
the risk of depression and suicide. The app facilitates crew managers’ ability to
monitor the status of the seafarers’ well-being, general health, and COVID-19 risks
and gives them the power to take immediate action and offer direct support to
those in need.

Valentinos Steliou, — Managing Director Safebridge Cyprus

“The industry has been looking for a solution that caters to the well-being
of all our seafarers for some time now. The CrewCare App enables forwardthinking companies to provide their seafarers with a smart tool designed
not only to manage their seafarers’ well-being but also to help them provide
the requisite care. This app allows ship managers to take positive action
and provide support where and when it is needed.”

Discover the Safebridge CrewCare App

IMPROVING EMOTIONAL WELL-BEING OF SEAFARERS

28

