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Emotional Competence in Maritime leaders

Dr. Megha Pushkarna Counseling Psychologist
Capt. Puneet Pushkarna Master Mariner

"The most effective leaders share a critical characteristic: a high level of emotional intelligence. While IQ and technical
expertise remain important, they primarily serve as baseline qualifications for executive roles."

Abstract-- The merchant navy offers a compelling career
path for young professionals, providing substantial financial
rewards, opportunities for adventure, and international
experience. Nevertheless, the profession also involves
considerable challenges, such as extended working hours,
periods of isolation, and restricted access to recreational
activities. The maritime industry operates within a
multicultural environment. Managing vessel crews is both
time-intensive and costly, with mixed cultural teams
frequently serving on board. A key responsibility for senior-
ranking seafarers in this sector is personnel management.
Their interpersonal skills play a role in creating a positive
working atmosphere, and multicultural crews may present
additional challenges. Leadership approaches have evolved,
shifting from autocratic to more democratic styles. Effective
personnel management can enhance onboard performance,
support the selection process, and contribute to retaining
skilled employees. Addressing complex personnel issues
requires leaders to demonstrate empathy, a central aspect of
Emotional Intelligence (EI).
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I. INTRODUCTION

Emotions play a pivotal role in shaping our identities
and influencing decision-making processes. Decision
quality is often enhanced by an individual's emotional well-
being, contributing to professional competence and self-
assurance. The integration of emotional awareness with
domain expertise promotes improved outcomes and imbues
work and life with greater purpose. Emotional competence
encompasses the ability to perceive, articulate, and regulate
emotions effectively.

In maritime settings, factors such as social isolation,
prolonged absences from home, operational risks, and
diverse crew compositions can intensify emotional
challenges. Senior-ranking seafarers are regularly tasked
with conflict resolution, providing psychological support,
and fostering morale and cooperation onboard. Their
capacity to manage personal emotions and respond
appropriately to the emotional needs of others has a direct
impact on team cohesion and safety standards.

David Goleman

Research indicates that leaders exhibiting advanced
emotional competence are better equipped to cultivate trust,
resilience, and adaptability within their teams, which
subsequently reduces the likelihood of errors and enhances
overall vessel performance.

Emotional competence in this context comprises several
key components: emotional awareness (the recognition of
one's own emotions and those of others), emotional
expression (the appropriate communication of feelings),
emotional regulation (the management of emotional
responses), and  empathetic = engagement.  These
competencies, particularly for senior ranking seafarers, are
developed through structured training, mentorship, and
reflective practice rather than being inherent traits.
Incorporating emotional competence into maritime
leadership development programs has been associated with
improved communication, decreased occupational stress,
and a reduction in mental health concerns—such as anxiety
and depression—among both supervisors and crew
members.

A report entitled "Human Error in Merchant Marine
Safety" published by Margetts in 1976 by the National
Academy of Sciences (NAS) and the Maritime
Transportation Research Board (MTRB)found that 27% of
surveyed participants identified emotional instability within
crews as a significant factor contributing to maritime
incidents and near-miss events. These findings underscore
the critical impact of emotional dynamics on human error
and operational safety in the merchant navy.

II. PURPOSE OF THE STUDY

e To assess emotional competence in senior ranking
seafarers.

e To understand the role of age, rank, and years of
sailing on their emotional competence.

e To assess correlation between four components of
emotional competence in senior ranking seafarers.
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III.

The maritime work environment is particularly
demanding, operating within a rigid hierarchical structure
and a closed system that can intensify stress levels. In such
conditions, emotional intelligence is essential for managing
motions, maintaining effective interpersonal relationships,
and coping with high-pressure situations.

Emotional intelligence  significantly  influences
leadership effectiveness by integrating emotions into
decision-making and interpersonal relationships as
examined by Goleman, 1995; Salovey & Mayer, 1989-90.

Emotional intelligence encompasses the capacity not
only to regulate one's own emotions but also to influence
the moods and emotional states of others. The ability to
inspire enthusiasm or prompt caution in individuals is a
significant interpersonal skill and serves as a key
mechanism for social influence (Wasielewski, 1985).

According to research done by Roberts (1998) and
Hansen (2002), fatality rates in merchant navy are 20 times
the average of shore-based industries in that particular
industry. Thus, a seafarer working on a merchant board or
cargo vessel is always at risk in some way or the other. This
profession is demanding in many ways and it’s not a
profession where a person can switch off from work and
relax or distress in a different environment that generally
happens in other professions. Seafarers must be both
physically and mentally strong in order to cope with daily
risks on board. Physical and mental health of seafarers is
also important to prevent accidents and hazards.

Research by Matthews et al. (2006) highlights that
individuals respond to stress and workplace challenges
differently, with emotional intelligence playing a key role
in these variations. Their findings suggest that individuals
with lower emotional intelligence are more prone to worry
and tend to rely onavoidance-based coping strategies when
faced with stress.

Research conducted by Nurahaju and Widanti (2014)
highlights the significant impact of emotional intelligence
on individual behavior and communication. Their study
shows that seafarers often experience elevated stress levels,
particularly when feeling overwhelmed, working in
confined spaces, or worrying about their families left
behind.

These stressors emphasize the critical role of emotional
intelligence in managing emotions and maintaining
effective communication in the maritime environment.
Thus, family is also an important part of stress in the life of
seafarers.

REVIEW OF LITERATURE
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If a person has high EQ or emotional intelligence or EQ,
they are likely to fare better and can cope with stress in a
better way as compared to seafarers who do not possess the
emotional stability to deal with stress in a better way.

Seafarers have an ever-going evolving need for
adaptation. They have to keep adapting themselves to new
environment in order to work effectively. Every new
voyage means that seafarers must adapt to new people, new
situations. This adaptation is possible if a person has a
satisfactory level of emotional intelligence. There have
been numerous studies that aim at understanding the
significance of emotional intelligence with respect to job
performance. One such study has shown that high
emotional intelligence is linked to high performance in
seafarers. (Kilig, K., & Tavacioglu, L. (2015).

When leaders are aware of and regulate their emotions,
they can incorporate this awareness into their decision-
making processes. Emotions may serve as indicators that
help direct attention toward immediate concerns amid
various demands (Easterbrook, 1959; Frigda, 1988;
Mandler, 1975; Simon, 1982). The relationship between
emotions and their causes can provide useful information
for prioritizing these demands. If emotions arising from
less urgent issues interfere with more critical matters, the
capacity to manage these emotions—an aspect of emotional
intelligence—may contribute to more effective decisions.

Additionally, emotions can offer information regarding
potential problems and opportunities (Schwarz & Clore,
1996). Leaders who accurately perceive their emotions and
understand their origins can determine whether emotions
correspond to opportunities, problems, or specific actions,
and wuse this information during decision making.
Recognizing when an emotion is irrelevant also enables
leaders to mitigate its influence and reduce the risk of
errors. Emotional intelligence, therefore, involves both the
effective use of emotions in decision making and the
management of emotions that might impede this process.
Greater emotional awareness and regulation may also allow
leaders to approach challenges flexibly, consider alternative
scenarios, and minimize rigid thinking during decision
making.

IV. METHODOLOGY

A training session was conducted for 70 maritime
leaders which was attended by Senior seafarers from the
same company. Purposive sampling was done on
multicultural seafarers using quantitative and qualitative
data.
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Officers who are emotionally stable, mentally resilient,
and capable of identifying psychological distress in
themselves and others are more likely to develop strong
leadership skills and contribute effectively to a safe
working environment.

V. TooL USED FOR THE STUDY:

Quick Emotional Intelligence developed by Paul
Mohapel (2015) was used in the present research. The
Quick Emotional Intelligence Self-Assessment, adapted
from Paul Mohapel's model, focuses on four key areas:
Emotional Awareness, Emotional Management, Social
Emotional Awareness, and Relationship Management.

It is a 40-item questionnaire that assesses these areas
using a 0-4 Likert scale, where 0 is "Never" and 4 is
"Always". The range score was 0-24 (low), 25-34
(medium), and 35-40 (high) respectively. Paul Mohapel's
model emphasizes the practical application of emotional
intelligence, encouraging individuals to reflect on their
strengths and areas for growth through the self-assessment
and free-form questions. This tool helps individuals
identify their EQ strengths and areas for potential
improvement. The emotional intelligence questionnaire
from Paul Mohapel (2015) was ready made, and it was
reliable since the Cronbach alpha score is 0.76.

Area

Description

Emotional Awareness

Demonstrated capacity to recognise and assess one’s own emotions, as

well as their influence on cognitive processes and behaviour.

Emotional Management

Managing your

responses and adapting to different situations

emotions

effectively, including regulating your

Social Emotional Awareness

you

Capacity to understand the emotions of others and how they perceive

Relationship Management

Ability to build and maintain healthy relationships by effectively

managing your own emotions and understanding those of others

VI

e To assess emotional competence in senior maritime
leaders.

PURPOSE OF THE STUDY

e To understand influence of age, rank, and years of
sailing on emotional competence.
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e To assess correlation between four components of
emotional competence in senior maritime leaders.

VII.

Let us see how variables interacted in the study, we
started with one way ANOVA to compare four
competencies as shown below.

RESULTS
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Table 1:
One-way Anova for Emotional Competencies in Seafarers
Summary of Data
Treatments

EA EM SA RM Total
N 70 70 70 70 280
>X 1843 2041 2089 2046 8019
Mean 26.3286 29.1571 29.8429 29.2286 28.639
Yy X2 49401 61061 63683 62054 236199
Std.Dev. 3.566 4.7415 4.4089 5.7134 4.8418

Result Details

Source SS df MS
Between-treatments 518.239 3 172.746 F =7.91687*
Within-treatments 6022.33 276 21.82
Total 6540.57 279

*The result is significant at p < .05.

After assessing correlation with independent variables,
an attempt was made to see if there is a statistically
significant differences among the means of emotional
competencies in the given sample and for that one-way
ANOVA was used as shown in table 1.
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Significant F value as shown above indicates four
competencies have a real and statistically meaningful effect
on each other in the sample population. Next, we applied
Post Hoc Tukey test to determine pairs of means and their
significant differences if any as shown below.
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Table 2:
Post Hoc Tukey HSD (beta) for emotional competencies
Pairwise Comparisons ESBZ? z 224?;(%39 Qo5 =3.6554 Qo1 =4.4434
Ti:T Eﬁ _ 323136 2.83 Q =5.07 (p = .00226)**
Ti:Ts }Szi - gg:éi 3.51 Q =6.29 (p = .00007) **
Ti:Ts 5&22269:32% 2.90 Q=5.19 (p = .00163) **
TaTs EX: 229952 0.69 Q=123 (p=.82108)
T2:Ts f{l\l\i _ gg;g 0.07 Q=0.13 (p =.99973)
Ty:Ta 33222299'2‘; 0.61 Q=1.10 (p = .86438)

**The p-value is .000044. The result is significant at p < .05.

In Table 2, we analysed the result after one way ANOVA
on Post hoc Tukey HSD. In the above table, we noticed
statistical difference in three pairs of group means. One is
emotional awareness-emotional management; second is
emotional awareness-social awareness.

Third is emotional and
management, respectively.

After observing differences in group means, we explored
correlation of four competencies to deeper our

understanding of their influence on each other as follows.

awareness relationship

Table 3:
Correlation of Emotional competencies in seafarers
Pearson’s Correlation EA | EM SA RM
Emotional Awareness 0 0.29*% | 0.39* | 0.49*
Emotional Management 0 0.48% | 0.55%*
Social Emotional Awareness 0 0.41%*
Relationship Management 0

*The result is significant at p < .

05.
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Table 3 shows Pearson correlation between variables.
This was done to assess the strength and direction of the
relationship used in the present research. It was observed
there was a positive correlation between emotional
awareness, emotional management, social awareness, and
relationship management. Emotional awareness explains
knowing about our emotions and their triggers while
emotional management refers to controlling reactions.

Social awareness is an ability to know when to express
emotions. All the above-mentioned competencies enhance
relationships, enabling effective communication, empathy,
and conflict resolution.

By mastering these aspects of emotional intelligence,
individuals can build trust, foster positive interactions, and
strengthen connections in all areas of life.

Table 4:

Correlation between Independent Variables and Emotional Competency
Pearson’s Correlation EA EM SA RM
Age 0.00 -0.09 -0.34 -0.12
Rank 0.06 -0.10 -0.10 -0.12
Years of Sailing experience 0.00 -0.05 -0.25 -0.10

* The result is significant at p < .05.

In Table 4, we have attempted to see how independently
variables are affecting emotional competencies in the
sample population. Correlation shows negative correlation
between age and years of experience in social awareness.
The same was noticed in rank and emotional awareness.

VIIL

Maritime leaders are responsible not only for
navigational and technical operations but also for the
management of multinational crews in highly dynamic and
often stressful environments.

DISCUSSION:

The unique occupational demands on senior officers—
such as captains and chief engineers—require a high degree
of self-awareness, empathy, and interpersonal skill.

As can be seen below in Figure 1, most of the
participants were in the age bracket of 30-39 years (n=32,
46%) followed by 40-49 years (n=20, 29%), 50-59 years
(n=14, 20%) 60-60 years (n=3, 4%) and lastly, 70-79 years
(n=1, 1%) with a mean average age of 44 years and SD of
9.2 respectively.

Age groups of the Participants

35 32
30
25
20
15

10

30-39 Years 40-49

20
14
I 3
1
] S

50-59

60-69 70-79

Figurel: Age group of the Participants
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The above graph shows that there were mostly middle-
aged officers and engineers who were attending the
conference. We enquired about participants rank to
understand which all rank leaders were attending the

conference.

19.5
19
18.5
18
17.5
17
16.5
16
15.5
15
14.5

Next independent variable that was assessed were
participants years of sailing. Figure 3 shows maximum
participants post being in the position of seniority were

Rank in Merchant Navy

Figure 2 shows Second engineers (n=19, 27%) and Chief
engineer (n=18, 26%) followed by chief officer (n=17,
24%) and Captain (n=16, 23%). This explains that our
sample group has 37 engineers and 33 deck officers
attending the conference.

19
18
17

Captain

Chief Engineer Chief Officer

Figure2: Rank of the Participants

falling in the age group of 9-18 years (n=40, 57%), ranks on the ships.
followed by 19-28 years (n=21, 30%), 29-38 years (n=6,

Second Engineer

9%) and the least from the 39-48 years (n=2, 3%) and 49-
58 years (n=1, 1%) respectively. This confirms youngers
leaders in age and years of sailing experience as top four

45
40
35
30
25
20
15
10

40

09-18 Years

Years of sailing experience

21
(5
] -
I

19-28 29-38 39-48

49-58

Figure 3: Years of sailing as leaders
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When we assessed Emotional competency in the sample
group, we observed that amongst four components,
participants scored effective in all four components. Figure
4 shows that emotional awareness needing more attention
(n=22,31%), social emotional awareness most effective
(n=55, 79%) and relationship management most enhanced
(n=11, 16%) respectively. This indicates that they need
deeper understanding on emotional awareness. This is their
ability to understand their own emotions and how it
impacts their thoughts and actions.

Interestingly, their social emotional awareness is
effective which indicates their capacity to understand the
emotions of others and how they perceive them. Lastly, as
their skill on social relations are strong, Figure 4 shows a
similar trend between their social and relationship
management which is enhanced. This is their ability to
build and maintain healthy relationships by effectively
managing their own emotions and understanding those of
others.

Emotional Competency scores

60
50
40
30
20
10

0

21
49
0

11
51
8

W 0-24 Needs attention
W 25-34 Effective
W 35-40 Enhanced

II II- -I- III
EA EM SA RM

7 12
55 47
8 11

Figure 4: Emotional Competency scores in Participants

Age and Social Awareness

40
T = — . -
S 10 __.-_.___;_‘_:‘T———h-_-_.._____' - —
o S - = : ._____:__———l_
g . - - . - - - ___———L_________
‘§ -

20 - N

15 . . : . : — . :

a5 40 45 50 55 &0 &5 70
Age

Figure 5: Age and Social Awareness
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As shown in Table 4, Age and social awareness show a
negative correlation (r -0.34) which indicates that younger
the seafarer higher their social awareness as shown in
figure 5.

Social awareness, a core component of emotional
intelligence (EQ), is the ability to understand and
empathize with others' emotions, perspectives, and needs
by recognizing and interpreting social and emotional cues.
It involves active listening, observing nonverbal cues like
body language and tone, and taking others' viewpoints into

account to foster better communication, teamwork, and
more inclusive, respectful interactions in both personal and
professional settings. In the present study, younger the
participant, higher was their social awareness. This
supports findings by Johnsen et. al (2012) who concluded
that Chief Officers/Second engineers seem to be more open
towards feelings and to regulate feelings in the self as well
as in others. By doing so, it can help to increase personal
understanding and growth. A link could be made between
managing emotions and managing people.

40
- - -
- =
35 |- -
«a - - - - =
qé L = b = =
E 20 4 - o ‘-._-'.‘ - —: — :
2 s s s = o
_;j‘; - - - =
_,—‘225- - - - =
oy -
(=]
[
20
-
15 4 v . .
10 15 20 25

Sailing Experience and SA

Sailing Years

30 a5 45 20

Figure 6: Years of Sailing and social awareness

As shown in Table 4, present study showed a negative
correlation between sailing experience and social
awareness ( -0.25). As shown in Figure 6, participants who
has less than 30 years of sailing experience showed higher
social awareness.

This finding is contradictory to the research findings by
Uniyal et.al (2020) who examined the length of service
playing a significant role in shaping social awareness. Their
findings indicate that the ability to sense the feelings of
others was seen primarily in case of people with 20 to 30
years of experience and it was significantly higher than the
ones with lesser or more years of experience.

Present findings support Uniyal et.al (2020) findings that
people between 15 to 35 years of experiencecan easily
identify the power centre in the organization that other
experience groups.

Research studies on social awareness in seafarers
highlight its importance for their overall well-being,
highlighting challenges like social isolation, cultural
differences, and the lack of proper communication on
multicultural crews.
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Studies reveal that a lack of social support, inadequate
training, and poor work-life balance negatively impact
seafarers, increasing stress, anxiety, and depression.

IX. FUTURE RECOMMENDATIONS

e Comparison between age, gender and cultural
aspects can be considered.
e A larger sample size can be considered.

X. CONCLUSION

In conclusion, emotional competence is not simply an
advantageous attribute for senior-ranking seafarers; it
constitutes a fundamental competency underpinning
effective leadership, safety, and well-being at sea. Although
technical proficiency remains essential for operational
performance, soft skills—including emotional intelligence,
decision-making, and problem-solving—are equally
indispensable.
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This study identifies emotional competence among
senior-ranking seafarers as comprising self-awareness, self-
management, social awareness, and relationship
management, all of which are critical for meeting the
challenges inherent in the demanding, isolated, and
multicultural maritime environment. These capabilities,
grounded in emotional intelligence, facilitate improved
communication, contribute to the development of resilient
and inclusive teams, support conflict management, and
promote both safety and operational excellence.
Furthermore, they are vital for adapting to evolving
circumstances, safeguarding mental health, and providing
effective leadership to multicultural crews under high-
pressure conditions. Consequently, the cultivation and
evaluation of emotional competence should be thoroughly
integrated into the professional training and ongoing
support provided to maritime officers.
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