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Abstract

The academic literature seldom views information and communication technology (ICT) as a means to empower merchant
seafarers in terms of their active and positive contributions to their mental health (MH) and overall well-being. Seafarers
are often viewed as recipients and not the sources of health interventions. Using mixed methods, this paper examines
how seafarers’ MH has not been the top priority among seafarers themselves, and how ICT and formal education might
empower seafarers in health promotion. The pervasive culture of “ship first” in the maritime industry is palpable in the
findings of this study, where seafarers do not prioritize their MH because the ship’s safe operations take precedence over
everything else. Data shows that seafarers perceive MH interventions provided by companies as more useful when these
have direct implications or effects on their families. In effect, seafarers may not see a priorities the physical and mental health
support directly impacting their well-being. Nevertheless, there are some fundamental changes in the maritime industry in
using technology to improve the MH of seafarers and their overall well-being, such as the development of MH applications
(“apps”), helplines, or websites, coupled with the growing comfort of seafarers to use ICT.
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What do we already know about this topic?

Though mental health (MH) research on merchant seafarers has increased especially during this pandemic, there is an
international recognition that people with MH problems (e.g., migrant workers) do not have a collective voice to address
MH concerns including merchant seafarers.

How does your research contribute to the field?

This study addresses a gap in the academic literature on mental health research on seafarers, which is silent on the use
of information and communication technology to empower merchant seafarers in terms of their active and positive con-
tributions to their mental health.

What are your research’s implications towards theory, practice, or policy?

This paper has implications towards practice and policy on the use of seafarers of information and communication tech-
nology (ICT), particularly as means to improve mental health services for seafarers, and to empower seafarers in health
promotion programs and activities such as mental health education for seafarers.

Introduction attention has been paid recently to MH. However, for work-
Internationally, there is a pervasive awareness of the impor- ing-class groups such as seafarers working on international
tance of mental health (MH) to everyone’s well-being, espe- ~ merchant vessels, the significance of MH in their well-being

cially workers. MH problems are influenced by social as workers has yet to be fully explored. Sampson et al’
context,! including work environments. A great deal of  reports that short-term MH problems increased between
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2011 and 2016, indicating 37% of seafarers experienced
MH problems. MH concerns of seafarers were recognized
less than twenty years ago.® Various seafaring national cul-
tures where communicating MH issues remain taboo consti-
tute a significant proportion of the 1.8 million seafarers
worldwide. These cultures come from low- and middle-
income countries such as China, India, Indonesia,
Philippines, and others. In addition, a lower-visibility but
higher-risk category of workers is not always covered by
MH support,* and seafarers are considered in such a
category.

Before and during the COVID-19 crisis, research on
seafarers’ mental health concerns focused on either one or a
combination of the following: suicide, depression, post-
traumatic stress syndrome (PTSD), fatigue (including
chronic fatigue syndrome), and stress (i.e., both physical and
psychosocial).>>!3 Seafarers” MH are often associated with
various risk factors characteristic of seafarings such as long-
term separation from home vis-a-vis social isolation, work
intensification, multinational crewing, poor life-work bal-
ance, job insecurity, criminalization of seafaring activities,
working in constrained space, bullying, piracy, lack of shore
leave, or short port stay.

In the maritime industry, seafarers’ human rights and
decent work are considered under the Maritime Labour
Convention (MLC) 2006."* The MLC 2006 highlights the
importance of “mental occupational health effects, the physi-
cal and mental health effects of fatigues” under the Guideline
B4.3.1: Provisions on occupational accidents, injuries, and
diseases. However, the MLC’s understanding of MH is lim-
ited only to work-related concerns, where for example, it rec-
ommends that flag states and shipping companies are
responsible for conducting risk assessments. Such recom-
mendations would be important and useful. However, there
are complex factors influencing seafarers’ MH, which require
a wider understanding, including the network of support that
individual seafarers might need especially, in times of MH
crises.

Previous research identifies a range of MH support pro-
vided by various maritime stakeholders, including shipping
companies, welfare organizations, families, and seafarers
themselves.'>!> While the vulnerability of seafarers in a
challenging socio-cultural workplace on board ships is
recognized, it is seldom viewed that seafarers are empow-
ered and autonomous individuals in terms of their active and

positive contributions to the promotion of their MH. Indeed,
seafarers are often viewed as recipients and not as indepen-
dent sources of MH strategies. It is important to examine the
role of seafarers in the promotion of MH, not only as recipi-
ents of care but also as active and autonomous agents who
contribute to safer work environments. Historically, the
World Health Organization (WHO) recognizes that people
with MH problems do not have a collective voice.'® Hence,
WHO has implemented its vision of “empowerment,” where
empowerment is used as a core concept in health promotion
and involves “a multidimensional process through which
individuals and groups gain better understanding and control
over their lives” by understanding and acting on their MH
concerns.'®

Framed within the WHO’s interrelated concepts of
empowerment and health promotion strategies,'® this study
examines the lack of understanding of seafarers’ capacity
and autonomy in health promotion, particularly MH promo-
tion. By employing the concept of empowerment proposed
by WHO, this study examines how seafarers” MH has not
been one of the top priorities among seafarers and how tech-
nology and formal education might empower seafarers in
health promotion initiatives including MH education.

Literature on Empowerment and MH
of Seafarers

The participation of individual seafarers in their health pro-
motion is an important process for the global seafaring com-
munity to take control and responsibility for actions impacting
their well-being in their profession and fulfilling their seafar-
ing careers. Peer support in MH is one of the effective mea-
sures among seafarers.'>!3 However, the process of seafarers’
engagement in health promotion has not been theorized in the
literature. Seafarers understand the interplay between socio-
economic constraints and political power relationships, which
collectively engender what they can and cannot do especially
in terms of protecting or enhancing their MH in their work-
place. Though seafarers are not MH experts, they have lived
experiences and understanding of how various factors are
influencing their MH while working and living on board
ships. In fact, health empowerment emerged from a synthesis
of personal resources (e.g., seafarers’ capacity and autonomy)
and social-contextual resources (e.g., support from social net-
works and social service support).!” While it is observable
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that health empowerment is one of the existing solutions for
seafarers, their physical and mental health were not always
considered to be the highest priority. Indeed, in globalized
maritime businesses, power relationships between employers
and employees have been highlighted in a capitalist and
Marxist ideology of exploiting the poor by the rich.!®
Located in the wider discussions on power influenced by
the philosopher Michél Foucault, this section reviews and
attempts to expand the concept of empowerment originally
proposed by the WHO!® and applied to the context of MH
research on seafarers. For the WHO and in the context of
MH promotion strategies, empowerment is associated funda-
mentally with decision-making (i.e., autonomy), particularly
the capacity to choose, influence or control mental health
services available in the course of one’s life.!® Building on
this definition, this study intends to expand the notion of
empowerment by advocating for an improvement in the
active participation of workers classified as vulnerable (e.g.,
seafarers) in decision-making regarding their MH concerns.

Theorizing Power

Autonomy and power are two-interrelated concepts. Building
on Foucault’s examination of power, this paper assumes that
power is exercised by different agents (e.g., individuals,
nation-states, etc.). For Foucault, power means the socio-
cultural “interaction of warring parties, as the decentered
network of bodily, face-to-face confrontations, and ulti-
mately as the productive penetration and subjectivizing sub-
jugation of a bodily opponent.”!® Foucault sees the exercise
of power as routinary, ubiquitous, and circulating. An inter-
pretation of Foucault’s conception of power suggests that it
is located at various levels of struggle between individuals or
collectives, and power demonstrates itself in its effects.?’ In
the mind of Foucault, the individual (e.g., seafarer) is both
subjugated and constituted through power and an agent who
circulates power at the same time. Related to his examination
of power is knowledge, what he referred to as “power/knowl-
edge” regime. For Foucault the application and effectiveness
of the power/knowledge regime is influential. Knowledge is
associated fundamentally with power; firstly, because power
assumes the authority of “truth” (or science) and, secondly,
because power has the capacity to make itself true or mani-
fest itself as the “truth.”!® In other words, the power/knowl-
edge regime is both productive and constraining. It is
productive because it opens up new ways of how we think of
ourselves and how we behave; but it is also constraining
because it limits the way we view ourselves. In practical
terms, this might mean that if individuals view themselves as
independent, autonomous, and capable of deciding what is
important for themselves then this is an exercise of power.
This exercise of power might not be true for many, especially
vulnerable workers such as seafarers.?!

In the context of seafarers, they can be positioned in vari-
ous power relationships. Firstly, seafarers are employed by

shipping companies or recruitment agencies, and their
healthy bodies are contracted for the duration of voyages to
operate ships. Their healthy bodies are the condition of
employment by submitting a health certificate issued by an
authorized doctor who assures their health conditions have
met the standards. Secondly, seafarers work in a hierarchical
organization where seniors and juniors are assigned to a clear
division of labor, which determines their organizational
ranks in the echelon of an absolute authority—the Captain.
Thirdly, seafarers are continuously subjected to surveillance
by authorities, such as Port State Control and shore-side
management of their companies, where a regular surveil-
lance exercise of the condition of the ship and its equipment
for compliance is conducted. In other words, there are many
layers of authorities that control the level of autonomy of
seafarers, where it does appear that their autonomy is almost
zero, because they are not allowed to challenge the authori-
ties. These power relationships legitimate the “knowledge”
that seafarers must obey and accept.

Empowerment in Seafarers’ Health

Such power and knowledge coined by Foucault can be seen
in seafarers’ attitudes in MH situations where seafarers do
not always feel comfortable talking about their MH prob-
lems. This might stem from the “employment fears” of sea-
farers, a fear which looks incompatible with the notion of
healthy minds and bodies. WHO’s concept of empowerment
is primarily associated with clinical MH service users where
the key to empowerment is the removal of formal or informal
barriers and the transformation of power relations between
individuals, communities, services, and governments.'® In
other words, users of MH services and interventions see
themselves as empowered individuals capable of transform-
ing themselves and the wider community. For the WHO,
empowerment has four elements: self-reliance, participation
in decisions, dignity and respect, and sense of belonging and
the ability to contribute to the wider community.'¢

The WHO’s concept of empowerment evolved from the
widely used health belief model. Broadly defined, it is a the-
oretical model which attempts to examine key factors of the
individual’s health-promoting behavior based on various risk
and benefit perceptions. Though not exhaustive, commonly
used perceptions in the model are perceived susceptibility
(i.e., the individual’s perceived threat to a sickness), per-
ceived benefits, perceived severity (i.e., perception of conse-
quences for action or inaction), perceived barriers to action,
and confidence in the potential for successful action or
changed behavior.?>%

Additionally, empowerment is recognized in the relation-
ship between humans and technology in health promotion,
where technology would potentially, and does, empower
humans to increase their capacity to improve their well-
being. Haraway?* understands how machines and organisms
can be combined and blended into material reality. This
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notion of empowerment in seafarers’ health through technol-
ogy opens up a new, modern potential of recognizing seafar-
ers as active agents of promoting their well-being on board
ships. Recent enthusiasm in automation and digitalization
seen in the maritime industry has been anticipated as further
crew reduction on board®’; however, technology can be con-
sidered a booster of empowerment for seafarers. This collec-
tion of ideas about where technology might further empower
seafarers inspired this study, particularly the analysis of MH
support through technology is used to further this point (pre-
sented below).

MH of Seafarers in Recent Literature

It is notable that various stakeholders recently paid attention
to the MH of seafarers. Before the COVID-19 pandemic,
research focused on either comparing seafarers’ MH with
land-based workers,® or investigated occupational stressors
of seafaring which contributed to poor MH outcomes.?

Company-based strategies were suggested to improve or
protect seafarers’ MH.!'?"28 Unsurprisingly, the focus of
these recommendations was not to empower seafarers
because the recommendations were mostly company-level
policies and practices imposed on the seafarers such as anti-
bullying and anti-harassment strategies and the promotion of
healthy lifestyles (e.g., good nutrition, rest, and social activi-
ties). The MLC 2006 sets the minimum labor and welfare
standards for seafarers; hence it is used as one of the bases to
examine seafarers’ MH. However, the MLC 2006 falls short
in explicitly promoting seafarers as agents responsible for
their MH. That is, its recommendations state the necessity of
investigating “special physiological or psychological prob-
lems created by the shipboard environment” [Guideline
B4.3.6(c)] and “problems arising from physical stress on
board a ship” [Guideline B4.3.6(d)].> These statements and
other related provisions in the MLC, 2006 have limitations in
empowering seafarers because they are viewed as recipients
of MH strategies instead of active co-contributors with mari-
time administrators, ship owners, and other stakeholders.

It is widely held that MH is crucial for the overall welfare of
seafarers. Seafaring remains to be a dangerous and risky occu-
pation, and since the pandemic began, research on the impact
of COVID-19 on seafarers’ MH has painted a bleak picture.
For example, self-reported symptoms of depression, anxiety,
and general psychiatric disorders were higher during the pan-
demic than before.'>?* Mental and physical exhaustion due
to extended contracts and/or lack of shore leave and wastage
(i.e., seafarers retiring early or leaving the industry) were also
reported.'>333 Suicide among seafarers and abandonment of
seafarers by ship owners during this pandemic remains a seri-
ous but generally publicly unknown issue.’’*’ Except for one
study,'? none of the literature cited has investigated how seafar-
ers are the sources of psychosocial support of their fellow
crewmember during this pandemic. The above discussion dem-
onstrates a gap in the literature on empowerment of seafarers as
agents of MH for themselves and their peers.

The strategies and potential benefits of empowering sea-
farers to be active contributors in promoting their MH have
not been previously considered in research. Building on the
elements of empowerment, it is also expected that the formal
education and training of seafarers on MH would improve
their participation in decisions on their MH and enhance
their abilities to contribute actively and positively to welfare
regulations and programs, including on MH. Indeed, the role
of formal MH education or training for seafarers has only
been recently explored,**? but its potential impacts have not
been documented and examined.

Research Methods

This paper is based on a research project examining the psy-
chosocial interventions provided to international seafarers
during this pandemic. Research ethics clearance was granted
by a university’s research ethics committee. Informed con-
sent, the anonymity of participants, and confidentiality of
data were observed. The study used a two-phase strategy,
which employed both qualitative and quantitative methods.
The first phase of the study focused on collecting qualitative
data from in-depth interviews, which was carried out from
March to June 2021. In-person and remote interviews (i.e.,
by phone, Internet call, email, or Facebook’s private mes-
senger) were conducted with 26 individuals from 8 coun-
tries, namely Brazil (1), China (9), India (1), Jamaica (1),
Japan (2), Nigeria (1), Philippines (10), and the United
Kingdom (1). Participants were recruited using convenience
sampling and snowballing techniques. Interviewees included
seafarers (14), spouses of seafarers (2), chaplains (2), a rep-
resentative of maritime administration (1), representatives of
shipping or crewing companies (5), and representatives of
maritime schools (2) (see Table 1).

The seafarer-interviewees were asked if they knew of any
MH intervention provided to them by various stakeholders
(i.e., government agencies, maritime companies, NGOs,
trade unions, family, colleagues, etc.). Then questions were
asked whether they used or experienced these interventions,
including the perceived usefulness of these support to their
mental well-being. Finally, other interviewees were asked
what MH support they provided, and if they knew of any
other support in the industry. From the interview data, the
study managed to list the various supportive measures pro-
vided to or used by seafarers.

In the second phase of the data collection, a survey was
conducted from July to September 2021, where a total of
1,412 seafarers participated. However, only 817 respondents
were included in the analysis because they answered all the
questions. The majority of the respondents were Filipinos
(85.1%), males (96.7%), and officers (67%) (as compared to
ratings). The average age was 31, with an age range of 18 to
69. A complete overview of the demographic profile of
respondents is presented in Table 2.

For the first stage, the interview data were transcribed,
coded, and thematically analyzed.** For analysis of the
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Table I. Socio-demographic profiles of in-depth interviewees.

Variable Description Frequency (%)
Nationalities Brazilian I (3.8)
Chinese 9 (34.7)
Indian I (3.8)
Jamaican 1(3.8)
Japanese 2(7.7)
Nigerian I (3.8)
Filipino 10 (38.6)
British I (3.8)
Gender Male 21 (80.8)
Female 5(19.2)
Role of social status Seafarers (both ratings and officers) 14 (53.8)
in the industry NGO:s (i.e., chaplains) 2(7.7)
Representatives of crewing or shipping companies 5(19.3)
Representative of maritime administration I (3.8)
Representatives of maritime schools 2(7.7)
Family of seafarers (i.e., spouses) 2(7.7)

Table 2. Demographic Information of the survey participants.

Variable Descriptions Frequency (%)
Age In years Average age: 31
In years Age range: 18-69
Nationality Filipino 695 (85.1%)
Chinese 70 (8.6%)
Undeclared nationality 34 (4.1%)
Bangladeshi 7 (0.9%)
Indian 5 (0.6%)
Jamaican 3 (0.4%)
British I (0.1%)
Indonesian I (0.1%)
Australian I (0.1%)
Gender Male 790 (96.7%)
Female 15 (1.8%)
Prefer not to say 12 (1.5%)
Rank Officers 547 (67%)
Other (i.e., cadets) 145 (17.7%)
Ratings 125 (15.3%)

survey data, descriptive statistics were performed using
STATA SE version 12.

Limitations of the Study

This paper recognizes the following limitations. Firstly, the
survey results might suffer from recall bias because the data
were collected more than a year after the COVID-19 crisis
began. That is, it is possible that the respondent’s views and
experiences of COVID-19 and the support that they might
have received could have changed. Secondly, due to its con-
venient sampling, the survey’s results cannot be generalized
to a larger population. The sample also reflected the predomi-
nantly male seafarers’ perspectives though the ratio of female

participants (1.8%) was higher than the estimated population
of women seafarers (1.28%) found in the literature.** Finally,
using an online web-based survey might exclude respondents
who are either not confident in using or do not have access to
this type of platform.

Results and Discussion

Less Priorities on Supporting Seafarers’ MH and
Well-Being

According to our survey, the respondents perceived as highly
useful the eleven forms of support directly provided by com-
panies as, and at different degrees between 80.8% and 44.0%
(see Figure 1). Five of the 11 supportive interventions viewed
as implying the seafarers’ families were color-coded in blue;
while the 6 remaining strategies were coded in orange as
these interventions related only to seafarers.

This coding analysis indicates seafarers perceive the sup-
portive interventions that directly affect their families as
highly useful. These interventions are “facilitating timely
crew changes” (80.8%), “provision of immediate family sup-
port” (68.6%), “Increase in Wi-Fi data allowance” (63.6%),
“updates on crew change and COVID-19” (59.5%), and
“overtime/extended service bonus pay” (56.8%). These
interventions identified as highly useful by the respondents
would either allow seafarers to return home, communicate
with their families, or financially assist them during the crisis
caused by the pandemic.

Figure 3 shows that communicating with their respective
families is perceived as the most effective MH support
(87.8%) despite challenges since it might need efficient,
quality, and cheap internet connectivity. In this study, 15%
of the respondents had no access to the internet, and among
those who had access, more than a quarter (27%) were
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Figure 1. Highly useful company support perceived by seafarers.

unsatisfied due to poor connectivity. It has been reported
that it was not the availability of the internet per se that has
contributed to the improvement of seafarers” mental well-
being but the speed and stability of the internet.® The use of
technology in health promotion to improve the mental well-
being of seafarers while on board is slowly developing in
the industry. Though, there is a need to improve the internet
infrastructure, logistical support, and capability and increase
awareness of the benefits of these technology-based MH
interventions.

When it comes to interventions relating to seafarers’ own
happiness and needs, the data shows relatively lower useful-
ness felt by seafarers, such as “provision of sufficient and
high-quality personal protective equipment or PPE” (63.7%),
“reduction of overtime hours” (62.9%), “outsourced profes-
sional counselling services” (61.3%), “provision of mental
health self-support videos, books, or other materials (54.9%),
“increase food allowance” (45.5%), and “increase in recre-
ational allowance” (44.0%). Figure 1 demonstrates that sea-
farers perceive interventions provided by companies as more
useful when these have direct implications or effects on their
families. In effect, seafarers may not see as priorities the
physical and mental health support directly impacting them.

From a perspective of health “empowerment,” seafarers
could be encouraged to prioritize their (mental) health at the

workplace. Our analysis indicates that seafarers may accept
sacrificing their own health over the well-being of others
such as their families. That is, our data implies a lack of
awareness among seafarers that their health including their
MH might be considered as necessity or priority. Baumler
and colleagues have suggested that a “ship first” attitude
among seafarers might be observed where ship safety and
efficient operations are prioritized over the seafarers’ health
and safety concerns.® Seafaring culture is built around the
work organization aboard ships where the individuals’ needs
are not prioritized over the collective objectives of the
ship.#34¢ Seafarers were observed to prioritize the ship’s
operations over their MH because these operations are asso-
ciated with their employee performance and are related to the
bigger concern of job insecurity among seafarers. In effect,
awareness of promoting their health or MH might be needed.
A cultural change that values the individual physical and
mental health needs as priorities might be needed. To do so,
seafarers should understand their autonomy and capacity as
active agents to change the occupational culture on board
ships.

Our data indicates that seafarers are aware of their sup-
portive role to their fellow crew members. Positive psychol-
ogy has suggested that a healthy dose of self-reflection,
including seeing oneself as a powerful agent to manage
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stress, might be an important psychological technique to
develop. In our interview data, some seafarers are aware that
they contribute to the positive MH of their fellow crewmem-
bers by providing peer support through peer counselling, as
the following quotes suggest: “I would often provide encour-
agement to colleagues tell colleagues that we had to accept
the present realities” (Nigerian Chief Engineer, male); “I
received casual psychological counselling from older leaders
on board” (Chinese Master Mariner, male); “By interacting
with everyone, | am somehow contributing to helping them
avoid the negative mental effects of social isolation” (Filipino
Second Officer, male); while some Filipino seafarers said
that “We extend some support to our seafaring relatives and
friends whose contracts were extended by encouraging them
to be patient and to pray” (Focus Group with Filipino seafar-
ers). From these selected quotes from various seafaring
nationalities, seafarers provide informal peer counselling,
and this practice appears common among seafarers. In sum-
mary, on the one hand, some seafarers do not view them-
selves as agents for their MH. Still, on the other, some
acknowledge that they potentially contribute to the positive
MH of their fellow seafarers. For the latter, our survey dem-
onstrates that 8 in 10 seafarers have engaged in a positive and
collegial atmosphere onboard. A recent study showed that
regular social interactions on board benefit seafarers’ overall
MH. Collegial activities reduce stress and anxiety and help
seafarers create safe and efficient teamwork.*’

Where seafarers have been trained to be psychologically
resilient, it might have been expected that they see them-
selves as agents who cultivate and protect their MH. In this
regard, training on MH and well-being is an important inter-
vention. Lately, IMO member States have been conscious
about the MH of seafarers in response to bullying and harass-
ment on board, which was discussed during the Maritime
Safety Committee (MSC) 105 and the Human Element,
Training, and Watchkeeping Sub-Committee (HTW) 9 will
make a follow-up in terms of training.

Empowerment Through Technology

The empowerment of seafarers as active agents who promote
their health and well-being at sea will be more effective with
the help of information and communication technology
(ICT). According to our interviews and survey data, MH
interventions with technology mean seafarers’ access to reli-
able and cheap internet, their use of MH apps, MH helplines,
or the tele-counselling. The role of ICT, particularly the use
of the internet, smartphones, computers, and web-based
applications, have been proposed to promote seafarers’ MH.
Nowadays, shipping companies have provided internet facil-
ities on board ships. Internet-based communication applica-
tions such as WhatsApp, Messenger, or emails are used to
communicate with families for free or at a minimal cost. As
part of MLC 2006, onboard internet access has become man-
datory, with some companies offering unlimited internet
access to crew members.

As shown in Figure 2, all respondents have communi-
cated with their families. It means seafarers treasure family
relationships, and connecting with them is important, espe-
cially during the current pandemic. Although not shown in
the graph, the frequency of communication varies where
seafarers communicate to their families either monthly
(10.9%), twice a week (7.2%), once a week (20.6%), or
daily (61.2%). Shipping companies should continue to
ensure free access and good internet connectivity, which
might increase seafarers’ retention rate, work performance,
and mental wellness.*®

From the qualitative data, a wife of a Filipino seafarer
suggested that companies should improve facilities where
seafarers can “get in touch with family.” It is consistent with
a Chinese master mariner’s wish where companies “make
sure that the crew can communicate with their families.”

Figure 2 shows that most respondents (83.6%) have expe-
rienced internet access onboard. Although not shown in the
graph, internet access is not always free, and some have to
pay (22.6%). One in 5 respondents enjoyed free and unlim-
ited internet access, while 2 in 5 have free but limited daily
use. A chaplain’s response also suggests this point in an inter-
view where she reported that “Many ships still do not have
free wi-fi on board, and this makes it difficult for seafarers to
stay in touch with their families at home. This is even more
vital in this pandemic” (British Chaplain, female). In other
words, the results showed that providing free, reliable, and
fast internet access onboard remains a problem for seafarers.

Tele-counselling is a primary care-level MH service that
involves specialists such as psychiatrists, clinical psycholo-
gists, chaplains, and social workers, who use technology-
based communication to counsel a patient. As one chaplain
reported, “We provide a 24-hour digital chaplaincy service
which seafarers can access via our website, so that they can
speak to someone online at any time. Our chaplains are
trained in post-trauma care and mental health awareness”
(British Chaplain, female).

Using technology to conduct online clinical therapy ses-
sions with clients has shown various benefits for clients. It
has been reported that the client’s MH outcomes vis-a-vis
face-to-face therapy are comparable.*” From observations,
seafarers who might be experiencing MH symptoms but are
afraid to talk to their families or work colleagues prefer
someone anonymous who listens, respects confidentiality,
and is without bias. In this study, however, only 3 in 10 sea-
farers have used outsourced tele-counseling services during
this pandemic. Moreover, the use of MH mobile apps (6.8%)
and MH helplines (14.1%), are low. A probable reason for
the low use of these two MH interventions is the cultural
taboo among seafarers surrounding MH. In a traditionally
masculine occupation, men are often not comfortable or
ready to talk about their MH problems, especially to strang-
ers or through digital apps.

In short, seafarers have not widely utilized technology-
based interventions since they need ICT infrastructure (i.e.,
internet, smartphones), and knowledge on how to use both
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Figure 3. Perceived usefulness of technology and non-technology-based MH interventions.

the technology and the apps, aside from willingness and con-
fidence in using the MH apps or MH helplines.

Further, in this study, 5 non-technology based MH inter-
ventions are perceived as important (e.g., communicating
with the family). As shown in Figure 3, these are a positive
and collegial atmosphere onboard (73.9%), counseling and
support among crewmembers (70.0%), practicing medita-
tion (65.7%), and use of port chaplaincy service (64.8%).
The survey results show that health promotion should
urgently focus on utilizing more affordable, available, and
easily accessible MH interventions while simultaneously
reminding the maritime industry and employers to provide
reliable, easy-to-use, and cheap ICT infrastructure to every
vessel. In addition, increasing awareness of the availability

and benefits of these MH interventions through capability
building might be necessary, such as through education and
training of seafarers on these interventions.

Conclusion

This study has shown that empowerment of seafarers in health
promotion has the potential to promote MH and well-being on
board ships. The family remains one of the most important
sources of strength for them and serves as anchor to their well-
being. However, the pervasive culture of “ship first” among
the participating seafarers is palpable where seafarers do not
prioritize their MH and overall health and safety because the
ship’s safe operations take precedence over everything else.
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Nevertheless, there are fundamental changes in using technol-
ogy to improve the MH of seafarers, such as the development
of MH apps, helplines, or websites, coupled with the growing
comfort of seafarers to use ICT despite the weaknesses shown
here. Developing formal education on MH for seafarers has
not been tapped though the IMO member States have just
begun discussing the need for seafarer’s training. Overall, the
changes in using technology to improve seafarers’ MH and the
potential of MH education for seafarers are seen as invaluable
and long-term solutions to empower seafarers in health pro-
motion. Future research directions might include developing
MH education and training for seafarers, which are culture-
specific and sensitive to gender. As seafaring is a multi-
national occupation ship-owning and labor-sending countries
might benefit if they respectively and collaboratively develop
MH education and training that address MH concerns. They
also need to ensure that MH education for seafarers is sensi-
tive to the seafarers’ culture and informed by the occupational
culture of international seafaring, given the unique character-
istics of this important profession.
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