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Abstract 
Safety management regulation was introduced almost twenty years earlier for Norwegian 
seafarers than coastal fishers, although both groups work in industries with high accident 
frequencies. In this study, seafarers and fishers' perspectives on safety management 
requirements is studied, through empirical data from interviews and observation conducted over 
several years, with the aim of informing the future development of safety management, 
especially in fishing. Results show that the fishers have practical skills and an operational 
orientation, while the seafarers experience ill-fitting procedures, extensive documentation, and 
shore management that the coastal fishers lack. The suggestions for future safety management 
are related to development of procedures, a safe working environment, safeguards and safety 
management skills.  

1. Introduction
Maritime safety management regulation, like the International Safety Management (ISM) Code 
(IMO, 2018) and relating national regulations, holds shipowners responsible for ensuring safety 
in their activities, and to implement safety management systems.  

While safety management has been mandatory in Norwegian coastal transport since 
1999, this was not introduced in Norwegian coastal fishing before 2018. The coastal fishers 
thus have no tradition for formal safety management: Disconnected from life ashore, often with 
no on-shore management, measures to ensure safety have largely been up to each independent 
fishing crew (Davis, 2012; Knudsen & Grøn, 2010; McGuinness & Utne, 2014; Morel, 
Amalberti, & Chauvin, 2008; Thorvaldsen, 2013b).  

At the same time period, most seafarers have experienced poor safety management 
requirements with unfitting procedures and extensive documentation, which have made ‘safe 
practices’ become a parallel task competing with ‘safety management’ (Anderson, 2003; 
Bhattacharya, 2009; Bye & Aalberg, 2020; Oltedal, 2011; Størkersen et al., 2017).  

In this article, we argue that safety management developers should recognize the traps 
the seafarers have met and tackled,  and that knowledge of seafarers’ and fishers’ perspectives 
is crucial for increasing the likelihood that safety management will be perceived as a positive 
contribution to safety at sea. We thus ask: How can seafarers’ and fishers’ perspectives on 
safety management requirements inform the development of future safety management, 
especially among fishers?  

The analysis is based on empirical data from interviews and observation conducted over 
several years. The motivation for combining data from both coastal fishers and seafarers to 
support safety management development was the similarities between them and the fact that 
seafarers' have more experience with safety management systems than fishers. To find out how 
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these experiences could be of value for the fishers, the analysis aims to describe the perspectives 
on safety management requirements in both groups. Our study finds that fishers often have an 
operational orientation and lack shore managements, while seafarers have more systematic 
orientation towards the shore management, transport system and safety management. Still, 
safety management development in any industry could be inspired by fishers’ practical 
orientation and simple industry structure.  

The next section introduces the two costal industries and their accident statistics, while 
section 3 describes the theoretical approach, safety management research and safety 
management regulation, suggesting four main safety management requirements. In section 4 
the methodological approach is presented followed by results in section 5, and a discussion of 
how the study informs future safety management development in section 6.  

2. Background: The coastal transport and fishing industries 

2.1 About the industries 
Both the coastal transport and the coastal fishing industries consist of mostly small companies 
with small vessels and small crews.  

In coastal transport, a ship owner often has more than one vessel and a shore office 
responsible for working conditions through crewing, shift rotation, watch schedules, equipment 
and safety management. The vessel type and age determine contracts, sailing schedules, and 
port frequencies. The buyers are private charterers or government procuring public transport, 
usually are not interested in increasing costs, not even to prevent accidents (Gullestad, 2013; 
Sampson, Walters, James, & Wadsworth, 2014). A consequence of the industry structure is for 
example that tasks are added without increasing the resources, which may cause a high work 
pressure (Lappalainen, 2016, p. 116; Österman & Hult, 2016). 

A coastal fishing vessel owner usually has one vessel, that he/she is the skipper of. There 
is rarely a shore office. Fishers are mainly self-employed and get paid according to catch, which 
influence their work patterns (Morel, Amalberti, & Chauvin, 2009). They may fish close to 
their home ports, making daily trips to the fishing grounds, but many also travel to participate 
in seasonal fisheries like the annual cod fisheries in northern Norway. Fishers who work alone 
or on small vessels sometimes follow each other at sea (McDonald & Kucera, 2007; Morel et 
al., 2008; Saldanha et al., 2020; Thorvaldsen, 2013b, 2017b). 

The coastal fishing industry has … large numbers of small fishing boats with a low degree of 
formal organization, high degree of personal freedom and a tradition to engage in risky 
activities. (Lindøe, Engen, & Olsen, 2011, p. 96) 

Accidents involving fishers and seafarers receive limited public attention, which influences the 
resources available to those industries and their regulators for accident prevention (Lindøe, 
Engen, et al., 2011).  

2.2 Safety statistics 
Workers at sea are in risk of health problems, and have mortality rates many times higher than 
the averages for those working on shore (e.g., Smith, Allen, and Wadsworth (2006). 
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Ship accidents involve groundings, collisions, fires, and engine breakdowns. Between 
1998 and 2017, 2828 accidents involving transport vessels and 1086 involving fishing vessels 
were registered (Norwegian Maritime Authority, 2018).  

In Norway from 2004 to 2013, an average of 15 seafarers and fishers were killed and 
424 injured annually, and there was an approximately 60 % reduction in injuries during this 
period for both transport and fishing (Nævestad, Phillips, Elvebakk, Bye, & Antonsen, 2015).  

Commercial fishing has higher fatality and injury frequencies than other occupations 
(McGuinness, Aasjord, Utne, & Holmen, 2013). Between 1990 and 2017, 315 fishers lost their 
lives (Thorvaldsen et al., 2018). The majority worked on coastal vessels, and many worked 
alone. The most frequent fatality causes were capsizing, falling overboard, drowning in port, 
and entanglement with machinery on vessels (McGuinness et al., 2013). A survey among 830 
fishers found that coastal fishers had a higher prevalence of sickness absence than fishers on 
larger vessels, and that work-related injuries were the most common reason for absence 
(Sønvisen et al. 2017).  

3. Theoretical approach  
Practitioners strive for smooth and efficient operations without accidents. Still, they must 
regularly make critical choices between trade and safety (Amalberti, 2013), and the 
organizations need multiple safety measures to prevent accidents (Reason, 1997). Safety 
measures include regulation and formal requirements, along with the resources to improvise 
and handle variability in operations (Dekker, 2017; Hollnagel, 2017).  

3.1 General safety management research 
The purpose of regulation is to reduce potential risk coming from i.e. market mechanisms 
(Reason, 1997; Walters et al., 2011). A central part of today’s safety management regulation, 
and topic for safety management research, are procedures to support safe practices. The 
intention of procedures is, of course, that they should show how operations must be performed 
in practice (Dekker, 2015; Grote, 2012; Hale & Borys, 2013). However, procedures and 
practices rarely go hand in hand (i.e. Hollnagel, Woods, & Leveson, 2006). Procedures are often 
detailed for one situation, or standardized because they cover several units or tasks (Almklov 
& Antonsen, 2014). Employees in many industries have found procedures too complicated and 
demanding extensive documentation, which can result in accidents (Amalberti, 2013; Bieder & 
Bourrier, 2013; Dahl, 2014). This has influenced a line of authors to urge companies not to trap 
safety into rules (Bieder & Bourrier, 2013) and Almklov et al. (2014) to warn that a one-sided 
focus on safety management could risk marginalizing safe practices. 

One common reason for unfitting procedures, is that practitioners need to handle 
variability, while procedures are narrower. The practitioners must use situated knowledge to 
make safe decisions when an operation depart from the plans, so procedures should include 
discretionary space and flexibility (Dekker, 2017; Grote, 2015; Hale & Borys, 2013).  

Another reason why procedures are overly detailed and complicated, is linked to 
bureaucracy (Dekker, 2014). It is common to add procedures after accidents or audits (Hale & 
Borys, 2013; Provan, Dekker, & Rae, 2017; Rae, Provan, Weber, & Dekker, 2018). Independent 
decision-making and improvisation are undervalued or even disparaged in audits, so even when 
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practical procedures are created, they may be accompanied by impractical and theoretical 
procedures to ensure auditability (Størkersen et al., 2020).  

3.2 Maritime safety management 
Maritime safety is hampered by the industry’s structure, social organization, and economic 
pressure (Hetherington, Flin, & Mearns, 2006). Maritime regulation is challenging, as vessels 
and ship owning organizations can be registered in a line of countries (Almklov & Lamvik, 
2018). Industries with narrow economic margins and many small entities, like coastal fishing 
and transport, have less opportunity to make ambitious safety investments than industries with 
greater profit and larger organizations (Lindøe, Baram, & Braut, 2011; Lindøe, Engen, et al., 
2011; Nilsen & Størkersen, 2018). Still, the Norwegian Maritime Authority “finds systematic 
safety management to be an important instrument in order to prevent accidents” (Maritime 
Authority, 2016, p. 9).  

The International Management Code for the Safe Operation of Ships and for Pollution 
Prevention (the ISM Code) was first adopted in 1993 (IMO, 2018). Norway implemented it for 
transport in 1999. Safety management systems also became mandatory for coastal fishing 
vessels below 500 gross tons through national regulations in 2018.  
The ISM Code addresses the operator of each vessel, and §1.2.2 states (our emphasizing): 
“Safety management objectives of the Company should, inter alia: 

1. provide for safe practices in ship operation and a safe working environment; 
2. assess all identified risks to its ships, personnel and the environment and establish 

appropriate safeguards; and 
3. continuously improve safety management skills of personnel ashore and aboard ships, 

including preparing for emergencies related both to safety and environmental 
protection.” 

 
Following, according to § 1.4, the ISM Code’s objectives should be accomplished through a 
safety management system (on each vessel) with a safety and environmental-protection policy; 
levels of authority and lines of communication between, and amongst, shore and shipboard 
personnel; and procedures to ensure safe operation of ships and protection of the environment, 
reporting of accidents, emergency situations, internal audits, and documentation to control all 
relevant documents and data (IMO, 2018). The Norwegian Maritime Authority and recognized 
organizations audit and issue ISM certificates to the ship-owning companies or vessel owners. 

Soon after the ISM Code was implemented in transport operations, research revealed it 
contributed to seafarers’ frustrations of bureaucracy, poor communication, empowerment, 
incompatible goals, and inappropriate procedures (Anderson, 2003, p. 276). Seafarers and 
researchers blamed shipowners for creating procedures without seafarer involvement 
(Bhattacharya, 2009; Lappalainen, 2016; Oltedal & Engen, 2011). As a result, some seafarers 
see written procedures as the opposite of common sense and seamanship (e.g., Anderson 
(2003); Bhattacharya (2009); Christophersen (2009); Knudsen (2009); Kongsvik, Haavik, Bye, 
and Almklov (2020); Røyrvik, Skarholt, Lamvik, and Jonassen (2015); Vandeskog (2015)). 
They rather value practical experience and flexibility to work safely, and that professional 
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judgement guide decisions (Antonsen, Almklov, & Fenstad, 2008; Knudsen, 2009). Seafarers’ 
safety engagement often correlates with the safety levels on vessels (Bhattacharya, 2012). Top 
management at poorly performing shipping companies have been found to be not committed to 
safety issues (Lappalainen, 2016). Yet, seafarers often try to ensure that their employers will 
not lose contracts, miss deadlines, or disrupt schedules (Sampson et al., 2014; Aalberg & Bye, 
2017).  

More positively, Nordic research shows that seafarers might benefit from the ISM Code 
due to systematic safety knowledge, safety routines and safety investments (Lappalainen, 2016; 
Størkersen et al., 2017). Also in Croatia, seafarers’ views of safety management implementation 
is improved, if they experience properly designed procedures, positive work environment and 
adequate communication (Mišković, Jelaska, & Ivče, 2019). 

Among the coastal fishers, that have had no mandatory safety management, studies 
show that regulations are seen as undermining their occupational experience and judgement 
(Bye & Lamvik, 2007; Knudsen & Grøn, 2010; Thorvaldsen, 2015). Fishers value safety 
knowledge, but are reluctant to the paperwork that follows increased regulation (Grøn, 
Rasmussen, & Poulsen, 2014; Thorvaldsen, 2017b). It is described how fishers rather rely on 
their native resilience – experience and embodied work which guide how and when the job can 
be done (Morel et al., 2008).  

3.3 Safety management requirements 
Based on the ISM Code’s § 1.2.2 and § 1.4 (ISM Code, 2018) and relevant research presented 
above, the results section is structured according to four main maritime safety management 
requirements for seafarers and fishers: 

• Procedures for safe practices. The procedures should support primary tasks. They 
must provide flexibility and discretionary space to make situated decisions and 
ongoing risk assessments. This also involves ‘secondary tasks’ such as 
documentation, reporting and focus audits etc.  

• Safe working environment. Different types of onboard and company relations can 
contribute to a safe working environment. This also includes clear communication. 

• Appropriate safeguards. The ship-owner company is required to facilitate for safe 
practices through framework conditions or structures like personnel, time, tasks, 
salary and investments. 

• Safety management skills: Competence and training for all crew members.  
 

4. Methodological approaches and limitations 

4.1 Data material 
This study’s data material is interviews of a broad selection of seafarers and fishers (see Table 
1), as well as participant observations carried out onboard 30 vessels. The data has been 
collected in a series of research projects related to the safety of seafarers or fishers in 2004-
2017. All projects were conducted separately, but overlap in topics, approaches and 
perspectives, exploring qualities related to safety practices and safety management and/or the 
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interaction between regulators and practitioners. All informants were ensured anonymity during 
data gathering, processing, and publishing.  
 
Table 1: Description of interviewees categorized by industry sector 

Industry 
sector 

Interviewees Year Project Financed by Publications employing this 
data (combined with other 
data) 

Coastal 
transport 

11 seafarers on 3 
cargo vessels in 
3 companies 

2009 Aquaculture and 
intelligent transport 
systems 

The Research 
Council of 
Norway 

Fenstad, Osmundsen, and 
Størkersen (2009); Størkersen 
(2012, 2018) 

77 seafarers on 
15 cargo vessels 
in14 companies  

2010 Analysis of operational 
and work-related 
conditions on cargo 
vessels 

The 
Norwegian 
Maritime 
Authority 

Bye, Rosness, and Røyrvik 
(2015); Størkersen (2017); 
Størkersen, Bye, and Røyrvik 
(2011) 

16 seafarers 
from 5 
passenger 
vessels in 2 
companies  

2011 
and 
2012 

Regulative rationalities 
and safety culture 
development  

The Research 
Council of 
Norway 

Almklov, Rosness, and 
Størkersen (2014); Kongsvik, 
Antonsen, and Størkersen 
(2014); Størkersen (2015, 
2018); Størkersen, Antonsen, 
and Kongsvik (2017); 
Størkersen and Johansen 
(2014) 

16 seafarers 
from 5 cargo 
vessels in 3 
companies 

2013 

 10 seafarers on 
ten cargo vessels 
in 6 companies 

2017 Safety culture in private 
and professional transport: 
examining its influence on 
behaviours and 
implications for 
interventions  

The Research 
Council of 
Norway 

Nævestad, Størkersen, and 
Phillips (2018); Størkersen, 
Laiou, Nævestad, and Yannis 
(2018); Størkersen, 
Thorvaldsen, Kongsvik, and 
Dekker (2020) 

Coastal 
fishing 
 

33 fishers from 
13 coastal 
fishing vessels 

2004-
2014 

Risk and safety in fishing 
(PhD-project, part of 
project Future catch 
platform for the 
Norwegian fishing fleet) 

The Research 
Council of 
Norway 

Thorvaldsen (2013b, 2015a, 
2017)  

19 fishers from 
12 costal fishing 
vessels 
 

2011 Safe communication on 
board 

Norwegian 
Seafood 
research fund 

Thorvaldsen & Sønvisen 
(2014b)  

6 fishers from 6 
costal fishing 
vessels 

2016 Prevention of accidents at 
work in Nordic fisheries 

Nordic 
Council of 
Ministers 

Thorvaldsen et al. (2018)  

Totally 130 seafarers and 58 fishers  

 
The seafarer data was collected on vessels transporting cargo and passengers along the 
Norwegian coast. In four explanatory multiple-case studies we studied how safety is ensured, 
through participatory observation and interviews. The semi-structured research interviews were 
carried out on board in breaks or during sailing and lasted for one to two hours. Seafarers were 
able bodied seafarers and other types of deck personnel; engineers and engine men; and ship 
masters and other types of navigators. The vessels were sand boats, oil tankers, live fish carriers, 
general cargo vessels, and high-speed passenger vessels, all with Norwegian ownership. Ten 
vessels had foreign registration and multinational crews, but most had Norwegian registration 
and crews.  

The fisher data is gathered through several studies, including a multi-sited 
anthropological fieldwork on board fishing vessels and in different arenas onshore (Bernard, 
2006; Clifford, 1986). On board fieldwork consisted of participant observation on two coastal 
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vessels. Fieldwork at the first vessel lasted for two months, the other for two weeks. Both 
included informal interviews with the crews. In addition, onshore participant observations and 
informal interviews with fishers have been performed in several local communities, in 
connection with unannounced inspections from the authorities and at meetings, conferences, 
and the safety training for fishers (Thorvaldsen, 2013a, 2015, 2017a). The empirical 
descriptions also draw on semi-structured interviews with coastal fishers conducted in 
connection with a project about safe communication on board, and an interview survey focused 
on fishers' perceptions of safety measures (Thorvaldsen et al., 2018; Thorvaldsen & Sønvisen, 
2014). Informants included both skippers, crew members and fishers who work alone on board. 

4.2 Data analysis 
As a foundation for the analysis, we focus on four main safety management requirements, based 
on safety management research and the ISM Code (see Section 3.3).  

Interview notes and transcripts (Table 1) were searched manually for commonalities, 
differences, and patterns (Coffey & Atkinson, 1996, p. 29). During this process, we discarded 
statements that could potentially be outdated. A data reduction was necessary due to the large 
amounts of data (Coffey & Atkinson, 1996). Most of the data material concerned safety and 
work practices and were relevant to the four analytical categories (see Section 3.3 and Table 2). 
The authors had to go through the selected data several times to extract only the most essential 
findings.  

In the descriptions of the extracted data in Section 5 the content is majorly condensed. 
Thick descriptions are left out, and representative interview quotes are used to illustrate 
meanings of a line of fishers or seafarers, through the fishers’ and seafarers’ own words.  

The exercises of pattern analysis, data reduction and display resulted in information 
about fishers’ perspectives on safety in operations, how they consider safety management 
requirements, and how safety management requirements are valued and handled by the 
seafarers and their companies. Coffey and Atkinson (1996, p. 163) argue that “qualitative data, 
analyzed with some attention to detail, understood in terms of their internal patterns and forms, 
should be used to develop theoretical ideas … that have relevance beyond those data 
themselves.” In this spirit, we tried to move from specific conditions to generic levels, and … 

 “… go beyond the data themselves, to locate them in explanatory or interpretive 
frameworks.… There is thus a repeated interaction among existing, ideas, former findings and 
observations, new observations, and new ideas.” (Coffey & Atkinson, 1996, p. 156) 

An understanding of both fishers’ and seafarers’ perspectives thus provided a solid basis to 
propose suggestions for fishers and other maritime companies that want to develop and improve 
their safety management. 

4.3 Data strengths and limitations 
This article is based on data from several projects over the years, which leads to both strengths 
and weaknesses. One strength is the quantity of data, from both interviews and participant 
observation on board. Contact with coastal fishers and seafarers over more than a decade has 
provided thorough insights into their perspectives and the developments in safety management. 
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A limitation coming from the wide range of data, is that there naturally are contradictions within 
the data, in some occasions making it challenging to simplify and extract data.  

5. Results 
In this section, we present empirical accounts from Norwegian coastal transport and fishing 
about the safety management requirements provided in Section 4.3. An overview of the results 
is presented in Table 2. 
 
Table 2: Seafarers’ and fishers’ perspectives of safety management requirements 

Safety management requirements Fishers without safety management Seafarers after two decades of safety 
management 

Procedures for safe practices Procedures and documentation of 
safety practices is not commonly used 

Value practical procedures, dislike 
impractical procedures and extensive 
documentation 

Safe working environment Rely on the crew and onboard 
relations. No shore management 

Rely on the crew, but also relations 
with shore management 

Appropriate structural safeguards Operational orientation, the vessel 
crew handles the external structures as 
they are, since facilitation of 
safeguards from a company is rare 

System orientation, the vessel crew 
handles the external structures and 
also expect the shore management to 
facilitate 

Safety management skills Value experience-based skills Value experience-based skills and 
safety management skills 

 

5.1 Procedures 

Fishers 
While some fishers acknowledge the need for safety regulation, they may also question the 
extent, costs, and usefulness of safety management systems. Some, as the fisher below, express 
resistance to more safety regulations and the demands for documentation that follows: 

Is there really no limit for the bureaucracy's right to, in detail, regulate our private lives and 
our assessments of our own safety?  

Because there have been few requirements for safety management in coastal fishing, fishers are 
not used to having work procedures or complying with them. Written procedures, based on 
documented risk assessments, thus differ from fishers’ traditional, oral, and practical way of 
working and transferring knowledge.  

Seafarers 
The demands for safety management systems has been part of seafarers’ reality for two decades, 
and one of the seafarers describe the shift in a way many other seafarers also recalled: 

You talk about a collision between an old and a new culture. My experience through these 
years is that a skipper like me will say: “ISM, what the heck is that strange thing, do I really 
have to follow it? I’ve always done my job. Suddenly I have to comply with something on 
paper.” There was great resistance. Some actually quit sailing because of the ISM Code.  
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Procedures that are practical and useful are valued by the seafarers, as opposed to impractical 
procedures which limit their discretionary space. For example, some seafarers cannot change 
course to save fuel and make a voyage less turbulent. 

[The safety management system] says how to plot the course for each of the company’s routes. 
But they don’t consider current or weather. And experienced navigators want to—and will—
choose the course appropriate according to wind and current. But that’s actually not allowed.   

It is still common for seafarers to perform their operations according to their professional 
judgment, without recourse to formal procedures. This results in some procedures being 
followed and others being violated. 

You know what’s in the procedures and the [system], but anyway you do things in your own 
way in the daily business. 

Documentation is also seen as a drawback, as many seafarers experience that they spend too 
much time on documentation, and that some tasks must be documented twice. 

If you have so much reporting and governmental surveillance, and there’s no rational reason, 
that’s a safety risk. 

5.2 A safe working environment 

Fishers 
The working environment on board fishing vessels can be described as close-knit. Different 
vessels may have its own norms and ways of doing things, and newcomers learn their work 
through onboard socialization processes and conducting the work. Fishers emphasize the 
importance of stable relations on board as important for a safe working environment. 
Observations show that the fishers look out for their crewmates on deck, as by shouting to warn 
others of possible hazards that they observe. Fishers who work alone may stay in touch with 
other fishers visibly or via radio or telephone during fishing.  

The skipper is important for safety and safety related decisions. The skipper has a 
prominent role, oversees all fishing activities and is responsible for all decisions made. One 
crewmember described the situation as follows:  

There are two rules onboard. Rule number one: the skipper is always right. Rule number two: 
if the skipper is not right, follow rule number one.  

Still, the hierarchy on smaller coastal vessels is not always readily apparent. Observations on 
board show that when skipper and crew live and work closely together, the skipper may lean 
on crewmembers when safety-related decisions are made. Also, fishers’ associations, insurance 
companies and regulators provide some resources that contribute to safe working environments 
(e.g templates and guidelines for safety management). 
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Seafarers 
Like fishers, seafarers also highlight their crews’ experience, communication and trust as 
important for providing a safe working environment. An important part of the transport 
skipper’s job is to translate formal and informal demands from shore and regulations, into 
practical, manageable, and safe practices for all those onboard a vessel. 

when you’re permanent on a vessel with a steady crew, you learn to know that crew very well. 
Which I see as an advantage. And then you might perform well in critical situations – when 
you’re confident in the persons you work with.  

Relations with shore management and chain of logistics were also emphasized by the 
seafarers. Overall, the majority of seafarers describe shore managements as key to the safety 
measures that the crews have available. There are close personal relations and a strong feeling 
of belonging on coastal vessels, while larger vessels feature more business-like relations. 
Anyway, on most transport vessels, the seafarers emphasize that they are a small part of a 
system.  

5.3 Appropriate safeguards 

Fishers 
The last forty years, national regulations have regulated the season, location, quantity, and way 
fish may be harvested. These regulations aim to decrease the risk of overfishing, but some 
fishers find that these structures may in fact have negative consequences for onboard safety. 
For instance, so-called Olympic fishing, in which fishers share a single overall quota and fish 
until it is reached, may have negative consequences for safety. Even when there are maximum 
quotas for individual vessels, fishers may feel pressured to catch as much of the total quota as 
rapidly as possible to save expenses such as fuel. 

Fishers think that vessel maintenance and safety equipment is important for safety. They 
may still be concerned with the costs of safety equipment, especially if they do not perceive the 
equipment as necessary for staying safe:   

Overall, there are reasonable people on the vessels; the problems are costs, we want safety.  

Work tasks on fishing vessels vary with the vessel’s gear and size. On small vessels, fishers 
work until the job is done. As profits depend on the catch and freedom is highly valued by many 
fishers, some prefer to work alone on board, which is never the case among seafarers on 
transport vessels.   

Seafarers 
There is variance as to how satisfied seafarers are with the facilitation of safeguards in their 
company. Some shore managements are perceived to facilitate thoughtfully, through 
equipment, schedules, or workload, while others leave safety to the onboard practitioners. In 
general, most transport vessels have tight schedules with frequent port calls.  

Our schedule is a stress factor. They plan for it to be a stress factor. Everything is on the spot; 
you have no margins. 
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Some crewmembers expressed concern about workload. Navigators, in particular, have many 
tasks: steering the vessel, planning port calls and tasks for upcoming days, reporting to harbors 
and costumers, logging and documenting their actions, all while dealing with calls, visits, and 
emails from management, costumers, or even passengers. 

My job is to take care of the cargo and the vessel, but I’m a safety officer and fire chief, loader 
and discharger, partly purchasing manager and chasing away that Al Qaida. Oh, yes, and I’m 
going to steer the vessel too, of course.  

On some vessels there are always two navigators on the bridge, as redundancy. This extra 
resource is viewed very positively by the navigators: 

If you’re out in the dark and there’s a vessel in my blind spot, he’ll say he can see the vessel. 
And I can ask, “Yes, can you see the vessel coming?” Not to correct, but to … watch out for 
each other, to say it like that, all the time. 

5.4 Safety management skills 

Fishers 
The only formal requirement to work on a fishing vessel is certified safety training. Many 
fishers value and appreciate this training because it is practice orientated. The fishers emphasize 
competence that is tacit, embodied, practical, and drawn from experience. They talk about the 
importance of common sense and “using one's head” – and one’s body to stay safe. For instance, 
a basic skill on a fishing vessel is to find the ‘sea legs’ to maintain balance while handling the 
fishing gear. One fisher explained that:  

It is important that one never turns ones back to the ocean. One must watch the ocean and 
show respect for it.  

Experience is also related to decisions that fishers must make in a split second, such as moving 
the feet away from a rope to avoid falling. They describe several potential dangers that exist at 
different stages of the operations and what they do to avoid accidents. Observations on board 
show that experienced fishers evaluate potential risks in risky situations as they occur. Fishers 
often draw on their previous experiences in similar situations, evaluate the consequences, and 
determine the steps needed to reduce risk. The on-the-job training given onboard is highly 
important for learning the nuances of fishing operations. Still, fishers acknowledge that there 
may sometimes be a lack of time to provide proper training because of the rapid tempo and 
efficiency demands onboard. 

Seafarers 
The seafarers’ knowledge is also embodied; they can feel the rhythm of the sea, the wind, and 
the vessel. They have internalized a set of decision alternatives for most situations and usually 
do not have time to analyze before they determine which action would be best:  

So, it’s pretty important that you know the signals of the boat.  
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Some worry that safety management competence is disconnected from practical skills and 
seamanship: 

Before, you had to be able to find your way—one criterion was that you were familiar with 
[your region]. Now you have to know about papers and computers and all this.  

Nowadays, most seafarers see some benefits with safety management, such as risk 
considerations, maintenance plans, safety meetings, and training. This have given seafarers a 
more systematical understanding of their safety measures.  

I feel that safety is much better taken care of now than before. It was more at random before, 
even though it was okay back then, too. 

For seafarers, the practical skills and system competences have been integrated. They expect a 
systematic way of running a vessel and maintaining safety, with practice and safety 
management intertwined. Seafarers – and fishers – always have worked to prevent accidents, 
watched out for their companions, but through safety management, today’s seafarers also have 
the benefit of increased knowledge about the underlying causes of accidents and how to prevent 
it. The seafarers are thus complementing existing practices with support from the system and 
shore managements.  

6. Discussion 
The studied fishers’ and seafarers’ perspectives on safety management provide valuable 
knowledge for development of safety management, which is something even the experienced 
seafarers still struggle with. In this section, we discuss the safety management perspectives, 
organizational conditions for safety management, and some suggestions for the development of 
safety management.  

6.1 The safety management perspectives 
The empirical results in Section 5 showed both similarities and differences within the coastal 
fishers’ and seafarers’ perspectives (see Table 2), which are further explored here.  

The coastal fishers, on their side, are not used to safety management requirements, and 
find written procedures and documentation a contrast to their embodied and oral work practices 
and experience-based skills. They rely on their crews and onboard relations for a safe working 
environment and handle the external structures with operational orientation. This correlates 
with the structures of the coastal fishing industry, where the owner and crews of each fishing 
vessel often are independent and take care of their own business. Their internal organization of 
work has not before been subject of safety regulation, and historically, fishing accidents have 
not received much attention from the public or regulators (Lindøe, Engen, et al., 2011). Thus, 
the enforcement of safety management regulation will be a leap for most fishers. Although 
some fishers engage in risky activities (Lindøe, Engen, et al., 2011; Morel et al., 2008), they 
also have a range of practices to stay safe (Thorvaldsen, 2013b, 2017b; Thorvaldsen et al., 
2018). Their exceptional skill and know-how are known to prevent accidents (Morel et al., 
2008). The empirical results show that the fishers’ operational and onboard orientation should 
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be considered when implementing their safety management; since safety management should 
support work operations and the coastal fishers usually have no shore organization to facilitate 
their safety management.  

On the seafarers’ side, years of experience with safety management have changed their 
perspectives. They now balance practical knowledge and safety management skills. Although 
the seafarers’ crews are the primary relations, they expect the shore management to facilitate 
for them. The seafarers thus have a more system-oriented perspective than the coastal fishers, 
corresponding with both the system dependence in transport logistics, and the fact that the 
seafarers have been under safety management for two decades (as also found by Kongsvik et 
al. (2020)). Many have grave experience with impractical procedures, extensive documentation 
demands and marginal working conditions. As in previous maritime research (Kongsvik et al., 
2020; Lappalainen, 2016; Mišković et al., 2019), we see that this traditionally has given 
resistance against safety management, but that it now is common to value safety management 
that support their work and safety in practice. Generally, the seafarers’ perspective on safety 
management matches with results from other industries: Safety management should support the 
safe practices in the organization and leave discretionary space for situated decisions (Bieder 
& Bourrier, 2013; Dekker, 2015; Grote, 2012). This include practical procedures, safe working 
environment, appropriate structural safeguards, and safety skills. Such requirements can be 
achieved through careful development with the crews, and will be difficult to achieve in 
standardized safety management systems made with auditability or compliance as primary 
concern (Almklov et al., 2014; Oltedal & Engen, 2010; Størkersen et al., 2020).  

This study along with earlier research give insight in the safety management status of 
seafarers and fishers. Seafarers have systematic perspectives about their work, employers, the 
chain of logistics, skills, and safety management knowledge. Although many seafarers have 
shore organizations that facilitate their safety management, they may experience that it becomes 
impractical and involves too much secondary tasks, like documentation and reporting, in 
addition to primary tasks. Fishers are more oriented towards the operations on the vessel, many 
have safe working environments, but perhaps lack systematized routines. Coming safety 
management should preferably not have complicating procedures and troublesome 
bureaucracy, but rather support the existing safe practices, like next section elaborates on.  

6.2 Organizational qualities for safety management 
Last section revealed information useful for development of safety management, but also 
indications that some organizational conditions should be present in an industry when 
implementing safety management. A direct transfer from seafarers’ safety management to 
fishers will not be possible or valuable, as seafarers still experience many traps in their safety 
management, and there are some differences between the fishers and the seafarers. 

In industries with safety management, it is common that shore managements provide 
the safety management requirements. Small organizations could be tempted to hire safety 
management services, even though e.g. Almklov et al. (2014) have warned not to buy 
standardized systems. However, also seafarers in organizations with shore management have 
experienced poor procedures, working environment and safeguards. This suggests that 
company size is not necessarily a success criterion for safety management, although the 



14 

 

initiative for safety management may come easier for large organizations. Fishers are often self-
employed (Morel et al., 2008; Thorvaldsen, 2013a), but have and need to have some financial 
capacity and abilities to provide common safeguards and safety investments. Independent of 
organizational size, fishers describe safety skills and a safe working environment. They also 
can possess a positive work environment, adequate communication and make properly designed 
procedures, as Mišković et al. (2019) show is important to value safety management.  

Following the general and maritime safety management research and the understanding 
of fishers’ and seafarers’ perspectives it seems that organizational conditions for safety 
management are not linked to company size. Organizational qualities positive for safety 
management are rather openness and abilities for systematic approaches to work procedures, 
work environment, structural safeguards, and competence. Based on this, we in Section 6.3 
summarize some suggestions for safety management development. 

6.3 Suggestions for future safety management  
Many industries and companies could benefit by suggestions for improved safety management. 
This study focuses on the fishers so they can avoid the safety management problems that other 
industries have experienced. The analysis has given insights in how to avoid known traps, so 
we can suggest some tricks (as in solutions and methods) on how to achieve truly useful safety 
management. 

Development of procedures for safe practices 
The ISM Code § 1.4 requires ship operators to implement procedures to ensure safe operation 
of the ship and protection of the environment. The results in Section 5.1 showed that many 
seafarers have ill-fitting procedures, while most coastal fishers have no written safety 
procedures. To support safe practices, procedures should be flexible, as described by for 
example Bieder and Bourrier (2013); Dekker (2015); Grote (2012). In order to be flexible and 
practical, procedures should be simple and few, concentrating on operations that the crews 
know involve risk and where guidelines will help prevent accidents (Antonsen et al., 2008).  
Further, procedures should be tailor-made for the crews to be useful, but studies have seen that 
many companies still implement standardized safety management that most easily can be 
approved by auditors (for example, Almklov et al. (2014); Antonsen et al. (2008); Oltedal and 
Engen (2011)). In this situation, a potential trick could be to develop practical procedures and 
then discuss with auditors or regulators how to get them approved in an audit (Størkersen et al., 
2020). 

Development of a safe working environment 
Vessel operators are required to provide a safe working environment (the ISM Code, § 1.2.2). 
Section 5.2 explains that coastal fishers are mostly oriented towards their crewmates, including 
the shipowner that often work onboard, while some seafarers have shore managements. Many 
of the described working environments include safe practices and risk considerations, although 
the studied seafarers consider some of their practices as parallel with or conflicting with formal 
‘safety management’. Other studies of seafarers’ first safety management experiences, showed 
that seafarers’ shore management made safety management that was not useable in the 
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operations, making safety management a “paper exercise” while operations were carried out as 
before (also showed by i.e. Anderson, (2003); Bhattacharya (2009)). Such a gap between ‘safety 
management’ and ‘safe practices’ procedures can even potentially decrease safe practices 
(Almklov et al., 2014; Hale & Borys, 2013).  

Safety management should support existing safe practices (IMO, 2018). ‘Safe practices’ 
and ‘safety management’ can be bridged through procedures that support safe practices. These 
procedures can be made together with a third party organization, but procedures that 
marginalize the practices must be avoided (Almklov et al., 2014). Based on the current data and 
previous research, it seems that development of a safe working environment would involve the 
onboard crews, and procedures that support safe practices that may be practiced already. This 
do not need to include a shore office or a line of administrative personnel, since the key is 
onboard experience. Yet, it could be fruitful that practitioners, employers, regulators, 
associations, or consultants within an industry (for example coastal fishing) discuss how to 
document a safe working environment and safe practices, to prevent that ‘safety management’ 
competes with ‘safe practices’. Using this trick, fishers may even benefit by their crew relations 
and practical onboard management to develop useful safety management. 

Development of appropriate safeguards 
It is mandatory for vessel operators to provide appropriate safeguards for safe onboard practices 
(the ISM Code § 1.2.2). Safeguards are here understood as framework conditions or structures 
like personnel, time, tasks, salary, and investments. How this can be provided, depends partly 
on the resources in the company and industry. The empirical data in Section 5.3 illustrate 
differences in coastal fishing and transport, but that none of these industries gain high profit nor 
have much potential for safety investments. Fishers are often paid according to the seasonal 
catch, and rarely have a company that facilitate their safeguards (as also found by Morel et al. 
(2008)). Many seafarers work in a larger company or transport system, and are familiar with 
the concept of safety management (as also described by Kongsvik et al. (2020) and Størkersen 
et al. (2018)). Seafarers, in this and other studies, often have employers that they try to convince 
to invest in new equipment or extra personnel. Yet, they describe poor safety management, and 
that safety management is far from adapted to their operations. Thus, having a shore office is 
not a guarantee for good procedures, a safe work environment, nor appropriate safeguards. 
Independent of company size, coastal fishers and seafarers are used to busy operations with 
small time margins, resulting in few safety barriers (Lindøe, Engen, et al., 2011). Based on the 
previous research and the empirical data presented here, development of optimal safeguards 
would be valued, but perhaps utopic, since large parts of the maritime industry is violating this 
requirement due to costs. To decrease time pressure, one trick would be to avoid additional 
secondary tasks – for example by reducing demands of documentation and reporting. Further 
solutions could involve changes in maritime policies. 

Development of safety management skills 
The safety management skills of the onboard personnel should be continuously improved (the 
ISM Code § 1.2.2). Section 5.4 describes that fishers and seafarers both value experience-based 
skills, and that seafarers also appreciate safety management skills. Over time, safety 
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management have made seafarers merge their practical skills with a more systematic 
understanding of safety (as also described by Kongsvik et al. (2020); Størkersen et al. (2017)). 
Good procedures and valued routines like safety meetings and maintenance plans have 
increased systematical safety knowledge. This has led seafarers, and may lead fishers, to see 
how the safety management regulation can support and increase their safety skills. Fisher can 
thus use their operational orientations to implement realistic safety management, which in turn 
will result in improved skills.   

7. Conclusions 
In this study, we have examined how existing safety management perspectives of seafarers and 
fishers can inform future safety management development, especially for coastal fishers that 
are currently developing their safety management. It is imperative to recognize the traps met in 
many industries, and not implement ‘safety management’ that conflicts with ‘safe practices’.  

The synthetized knowledge from previous and current research indicate that safety 
management requirements may be violated in the pursuit of approved safety management. This 
study’s findings contribute to the general safety management research field, through 
pinpointing how the specific safety management requirements are translated by the companies 
– and how safety management can support safe practices instead of clashing with them.  

Sharing experiences across industries, provides tricks that will help avoid these traps in 
safety management at sea. Fishers and other safety management debutants have a unique 
opportunity to make safety management that will contribute to safe working environments.  
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