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In aid of seafarers
by Fitzwilliam Scott

Apart from the mental pressures of leaving their families for months at a time, seafarers open themselves 
up to all manner of risks associated with a career at sea every time they board a ship. Recent hijacking 
incidents have gravely highlighted the serious risk seafarers put themselves every day. The shipping 
industry must not only invest in Psychological First Aid (PFA) to support crew members who are affected, 

but also provide them with the well-being tools for maintaining good daily mental hygiene.

“ Psychological First Aid” was 
defined by Everly and Flynn in 
2005 as a compassionate and sup-
portive presence designed to miti-

gate acute distress and assess the need for 
continued mental health care. To overcome 
these issues and difficulties, it is important 
to educate the crew about the event and the 
symptoms which may follow stressful situ-
ations, not only a hijacking but also those 
tied to daily routines. Specialists from 
Mental Health Support Solutions (MHSS) 
believe the shipping industry must invest 
in resources to ensure seafarers are confi-
dent that their mental health is a priority 
should they experience a traumatic event 
while working on a vessel.

The psychological impact
The recent hijacking of the oil tanker 

Nave Andromeda off the Isle of Wight 

highlighted the physical stress that today’s 
seafarers can sometimes find themselves 
in. But it is not just the physical dangers 
that employers should be protecting their 
crews against – their mental health should 
be prioritised, too.

At the end of January 2021, we heard 
the tragic news that a Turkish freighter was 
the victim of a pirate hijacking in the Gulf 
of Guinea. During the terrifying ordeal 
15 members of the crew were kidnapped 
and one was killed. At the time of writing, 
efforts were ongoing to secure the release of 
the missing crew members. It was reported 
that the crew initially locked themselves in 
a safe area, but the pirates forced entry after 
six hours. The engineer tragically died in 
the struggle, reports say.

“It is truly devastating to hear of this 
major traumatic incident for a large 
number of crew members and the tragic 

death of one. We all hope and pray the 
missing crew members will be found 
safe and well,” Charles Watkins, Clinical 
Psychologist and Managing Director at 
MHSS, commented. He furthered, “But 
we cannot underestimate the psychologi-
cal impact this will have on the seafarers 
involved, and I hope they receive access 
to all the support they will need to pro-
cess this event. Having to witness a fellow 
teammate die in the line of duty will have 
long-lasting effects and it is crucial their 
employer ensures they receive all the pro-
fessional support they need.”

A 360-degree support system
Following such a traumatic event, sea-

farers can suffer from a range of issues 
such as confusion, nightmares, psycho-
genic headaches, paranoid delusions, 
and suicidal thoughts. It is crucial the 
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shipping industry is doing everything it 
can to invest in measures to support sea-
farers after an incident like this – which if 
left untreated could be very dangerous for 
everyone involved. “MHSS offers a range 
of measures to support crew can include 
offering a support system that allows the 
individual to be able to discuss the trau-
matic event openly and freely. It is also 
important to have crisis responders on-
board that are fully trained in providing 
PFA,” Watkins lists.

MHSS connects seafarers with trained 
psychological support through therapy 
sessions and one-to-one counselling,  
a 24/7 helpline available off- and onshore, 
tailored training, as well as holds round-
table discussions, shining a light on the 
importance of mental health, plus is 
attending company crew conferences 
and seminars. The organisation stresses 
the importance of a 360-degree support 
system which covers psychological as well 
as medical care, logistics, financial issues, 
and spiritual or faith-based help.

Well-being and mental hygiene
While it is important for specific 

resources to be in place following a trau-
matic incident, there are also measures 
that shipping operators and companies 
can do to ensure seafarers keep on top of 
their own mental hygiene in their day-
to-day lives on-board the ship. Watkins 
explains, “It is very important that as an 
industry we realise how vital it is to care 
for our seafarers’ well-being and mental 
hygiene. PFA is hugely important and 

there is no question we must have sup-
port in place for seafarers after traumatic 
incidents. But companies must do all 
they can to promote self-care of mental 
hygiene, such as opening lines of com-
munication and providing seafarers with 
the knowledge to be able to identify the 
issues they may be suffering from. This 
provides them with the tools that will 
help them cope better should the worst 
happen and they become involved in  
a major incident while at sea.”

It is paramount that seafarers are 
granted access to proper trainings that will 
allow them to be aware of mental hygiene 
issues. Furthermore, it is important to 
support seafarers with current challenges 
so they can draw on the know-how to deal 
with mental health related issues on board. 
On the other hand, Watkins warns, “It is 
irresponsible to have seafarers ill-prepared 
for physical and mental health needs on 
board. Seafarers need to have access to 
support systems that can assist them with 
mental health while sailing. This is just as 
important as the medical advice already 
available.”

Encouraging people into a seafaring 
career has always been a challenge for the 
industry, but could the safety elements of 

a life at sea be putting off young, aspir-
ing cadets? Watkins thinks this is not the 
case, “Seafarers are very resourceful and 
naturally resilient. I doubt seafarers are 
put off by dangerous situations, but they 
want to be prepared for the challenges at 
sea. And this is done by adequate train-
ing and support systems when out at sea.”

It all starts with listening
The coronavirus pandemic has domi-

nated everyone’s lives for almost a year, 
and has added to the pressures and mental 
health related issues that are already there. 
Mental health needs have always been 
bubbling under the surface, but the pan-
demic has brought a lot more into focus. 

The pandemic has really highlighted 
the importance of seafarers having access 
to an open and honest line of communica-
tion where they know they be listened to. 
“It all starts with listening. This is a vital 
element to mental health support and is 
something that can be so easily achieved 
by caring employers. If seafarers know 
there is a platform for them to be able 
to talk about their issues, they are less 
likely to bottle their feelings up and deal 
with their mental health issues head on,” 
Christian Ayerst, CEO, MHSS, sums up. �

Mental Health Support Solutions (MHSS) provides deep 
dive mental health audits, formulation of company mental 
health strategies, and one-to-one-counselling/therapy.  

The Hamburg-based organisation also designs and produces tailored mental health 
training videos, applications, poster campaigns, seminars, and circulars, as well as offers 
a 24/7 helpline. Most recently MHSS has launched a Psychological First Aid (PFA) course. 
Please visit www.mentalhealth-support.com for more details.
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