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Abstract: Despite the increasing number of foreign seafarers working in the Korean shipping industry
and the growing concern for psycho-emotional stress due to discrimination in the maritime sector, few
studies have focused on the working environment of foreign seafarers on South Korean vessels. This
study aimed to determine whether foreign seafarers perceived discrimination in the Korean shipping
industry and if so, the types of discrimination they faced and how they responded to this challenge.
A survey was conducted to assess foreign seafarers’ experiences of discrimination, understanding
of their own human rights, and level of satisfaction in working with Korean seafarers as well as
identifying positive factors. The main positive findings included the kindness of colleagues, and
excellent welfare facilities and benefits; whilst the most frequently reported negative factors related to
language barriers and food types. These findings can be used to identify and share best practices and
help determine priority areas for action. However, as the number of participants was small due to
difficulties in contacting foreign seafarers during COVID-19 restrictions, further research is necessary
to understand and improve the working environment of foreign seafarers on South Korean vessels.

Keywords: sustainable development; shipping industry; discrimination; foreign seafarer; human rights

1. Introduction

The shipping industry performs an important role in South Korea’s trade. A recent
statistical report showed that more than 90% of export–import goods in South Korea are
handled through seaports [1]. Notwithstanding the importance of this industry, there has
been a constant decline in the number of Korean seafarers, from 38,906 in 2012 to 33,565 in
2020 [2], due to negative perceptions of working at sea (e.g., working at sea is dirty, difficult,
dangerous, and lonely) [3,4]. In response, the South Korean government has permitted
foreign seafarers to work on Korean vessels, and consequently, multicultural crew vessels
have become increasingly common in South Korea in the last 10 years.

As of 2018, there were 26,321 foreign seafarers in South Korea, accounting for approx-
imately 43% of the total 61,072 seafarer population [5]; by 2020, this number increased
to 26,775 [2]. In terms of nationality, South Korea reported 10,669 (40.0%) of its foreign
seafarers as being from Indonesia, 5464 (20.4%) from the Philippines, 5025 (18.8%) from
Vietnam, 4376 (16.3%) from Myanmar, and 1211 (4.5%) from other countries in 2020. It is
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worth noting that seafarers’ wages differ by country [6], and Korean seafarers’ wages are
generally higher compared with seafarers from other Asian countries such as Indonesia,
Vietnam, and Myanmar [7]. The number of foreign seafarers continues to increase with
shipping companies’ efforts to enhance market competitiveness by reducing the labour
cost of the crew [8].

According to Article 1 of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights, “All human
beings are born free and equal in dignity and rights [9]”. However, the exclusion or
discrimination of minorities occurs in various areas, and has emerged as a major social
problem in South Korea [10]. For example, foreign workers in South Korea face conflicts
with employers or colleagues due to food preferences and requirements, religious activities,
and wage issues [11]. Foreign workers have also been subjected to inadequate treatment,
such as abusive language, from their Korean colleagues and employers [12]. In addition, an
analysis of accidents on a multicultural crew vessel found that the safety rules onboard were
written only in Korean, without considering foreign seafarers’ Korean language ability [13].

The shipping industry is associated with a high level of fatalities [14,15]. Individual
workers have different levels of vulnerability to stress, which is related to various factors
such as work conditions, responsibility, and psychosocial factors [16]. Occupational fatigue
is also a serious issue in the maritime industry [17,18] and encompasses physical, mental,
or emotional exertion [19]. It is a hazard that can impair alertness and the ability to manage
safe operation of a ship [19,20]. Seafarers’ fatigue can impact their own health and safety
as well as the safety of the vessel [21,22] and other seafarers. Furthermore, seafaring is
associated with mental health risks [23,24]. While mental stress is a known risk factor for
working at sea [24], various other factors such as loneliness, lack of shore leave, fatigue,
and cultural problems also affect seafarers’ mental health [25]. Poor mental health can
have fatal consequences for seafarers who face many challenges, such as restricted social
contact and isolation from family and friends, especially given that they work and live in
a confined environment [26]. Moreover, recent travel restrictions due to the coronavirus
disease 2019 (COVID-19) pandemic have not only isolated seafarers physically and socially,
but also alienated them from medical services, negatively affecting their ability to access
mental health support [27].

Social isolation can lead to psychological problems, such as depression [22], and mental
stress can significantly affect sleep [28], which is an important factor in psychological well-
being [22]. In addition to these challenges, multi-nationality is an important stressor
among seafarers on multicultural crew vessels [28], because each worker may have a
different attitude toward crew members of differing nationalities [23]. The cultural distance
among seafarers is a significant stressor that can affect social relationships among members
onboard [29]. Foreign workers’ stress is often negatively correlated with social and religious
activities; the less social activity, including gatherings with friends and religious group
gatherings, the more stress they experience [30]. In this regard, studies have shown that
cumulative exposure to racial or religious discrimination can negatively affect mental
health [31], and that racial microaggressions can negatively impact individuals’ self-esteem
and well-being [32].

Despite the increasing number of foreign seafarers in the Korean shipping industry
and the growing concern about their psycho-emotional stress due to discrimination in the
maritime sector, few studies have explored the prevalence of discrimination against foreign
seafarers on South Korean vessels and identified any associated coping strategies or em-
ployer protection measures that have been initiated. Shipping companies must increasingly
avoid financial performance-centric management methods and adopt sustainability-based
environmental, social, and governance (ESG) performance evaluation required by diverse
stakeholders such as the state, society, shippers, and seafarers. To address this issue, the
purpose of this study was to determine whether foreign seafarers experience discrimination
in the Korean shipping industry and if so, to identify the types of discrimination and the
methods used by foreign seafarers to deal with such challenges. We also focused on seafar-
ers’ experiences of positive factors associated with working on multicultural vessels. The
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main findings are expected to help determine priority areas for addressing discriminatory
behaviour and mitigating against such conduct as well as identifying areas of best practice
which can be built upon in the industry. There are five sections including this introductory
section. The second section provides the research methodology including survey questions
and data processing. Section three presents findings across three categories: (1) experience
of discrimination, (2) responses to discrimination, and (3) opinion on working with Korean
seafarers. The final two sections discuss the key findings of the survey before concluding
with recommendations to improve the working environment of foreign seafarers in the
Korean merchant shipping industry.

2. Materials and Methods

This study used a descriptive cross-sectional survey design to collect data on discrimi-
nation experienced by foreign seafarers in the shipping industry. The study targeted foreign
seafarers working on merchant vessels, such as bulk carriers, container ships, and liquefied
natural gas (LNG) bunkering vessels of four shipping companies in South Korea. Restrictions
associated with the COVID-19 pandemic limited the scope and scale of the research.

As the basis for statistical analysis, of the 114 foreign seafarers who were approached
to participate in the survey, from November 2020 to April 2021, 94 agreed to participate; of
these, 2 were excluded from the analysis due to the omission of answers to more than 30% of
the questions. The characteristics of the survey participants are summarized in Table 1. All
the participants were males of various nationalities, mainly Indonesian (36; 39.1%), Filipino
(32; 34.8%), and Myanmarese (24; 36.1%). Regarding the working department, 56 (60.9%)
were ratings including the deck crew, engine crew, and stewards, and 36 (39.1%) were
officers including deck officers and engine officers. Participants’ experience of working
with Korean seafarers varied from less than 3 years to more than 12 years. Their self-rated
Korean language ability was mostly below the intermediate level (78; 84.8%). The fleet size
of the surveyed companies varied from less than 10 to more than 51 vessels.

Table 1. Characteristics of foreign seafarers working in South Korea (n = 92).

Specification n (%)

Nationality
Indonesia 36 (39.1)
Myanmar 24 (26.1)
Philippines 32 (34.8)

Department

Rating (Deck) 37 (40.2)
Rating (Engine) 15 (16.3)
Steward 4 (4.3)
Deck officer 17 (18.5)
Engineer officer 19 (20.7)

Working period
with Korean
seafarers

Less than 3 years 19 (20.7)
More than 3 years and less than 6 years 25 (27.2)
More than 6 years and less than 9 years 11 (12.0)
More than 9 years and less than 12 years 16 (17.4)
More than 12 years 17 (18.5)

Korean language ability
(1: cannot speak, 5: fluent)

Level 1 42 (45.7)
Level 2 13 (14.1)
Level 3 23 (25.0)
Level 4 8 (8.7)
Level 5 6 (6.5)

Company’s fleet size

Less than 10 12 (13.0)
11−50 32 (34.8)
More than 51 16 (17.4)
Do not know 32 (34.8)
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The study used a questionnaire to gather information about discrimination experi-
enced by foreign seafarers working with Korean seafarers. The term ‘discrimination’ used
in the survey was defined as a discriminatory act violating the equal right under Article
2 (definition) of the National Human Rights Commission Act in South Korea and was
explained to the participants in the survey in advance. The discriminatory acts violating
the equal right refer to “any of the following acts, without reasonable grounds, on the
grounds of sex, religion, disability, age, social status, region of origin (referring to a place
of birth, place of registration, principal area of residence before coming of age, etc.), state
of origin, ethnic origin, physical condition such as features, marital status such as single,
separated, divorced, widowed, remarried, married de facto, or pregnancy or childbirth,
types or forms of family, race, skin colour, ideology or political opinion, record of crime
whose effect of punishment has been extinguished, sexual orientation, academic career,
medical history, etc.,: (a) An act of favourably treating, excluding, discriminating against or
unfavourably treating a particular person regarding employment (including recruitment,
appointment, education, posting, promotion, payment of wage and any other money or
valuables, financing, age limit, retirement, dismissal, etc.); (b) An act of favourably treating,
excluding, discriminating against or unfavourably treating a particular person regarding
the supply or use of goods, services, means of transportation, commercial facilities, land
and residential facilities; (c) An act of favourably treating, excluding, discriminating against
or unfavourably treating a particular person regarding education and training at educa-
tional facilities or institutions for workplace skill development, or the use thereof; (d) An
act of sexual harassment”.

A survey questionnaire was constructed to cover details of any type of discrimination
experienced, workers’ understanding of their own human rights, and their level of satisfac-
tion in working with Korean seafarers including positive aspects. The survey questions
were based on the literature [11–13,31], and explored the following categories: problems
according to individual characteristics; problems between individuals; and problems be-
tween individuals and organizations. Considering that the foreign seafarers land on shore
intermittently for the handling of administrative affairs related to boarding a ship such as
customs, immigration, quarantine, and onshore training, the question of whether foreign
seafarers have experienced discrimination in public institutions or public places in South
Korea was also asked. The list of questions asked in the survey is shown in Table 2.

The survey was conducted both online and offline. In the case of seafarers who had
an internet connection, Google’s online survey platform was used by sending the link to
the participants’ email, and for those who could not connect to the internet, hard copy
questionnaires were distributed and collected with the help of an officer who managed
foreign seafarers at each participating company. Since visits were restricted due to the
companies’ COVID-19 prevention policies, this necessitated questionnaire distribution via
company staff.

The purpose and contents of the survey were explained in English to the foreign
seafarers in advance. The participants were also informed that the data collected would
be strictly managed in accordance with Article 33 (Protection of Secrets) of the Statistics
Act in South Korea and would not be used other than for research purposes as stated on
the questionnaire. The participants were asked to fill out the survey honestly and seal
it in the envelope provided to prevent data manipulation. The survey was conducted
voluntarily and anonymously in a private space, without any intervention by the company
staff. Company staff only performed a role in distributing and collecting questionnaires,
and the sealed state of the delivered questionnaire was confirmed by the lead researcher.

All analyses were run in IBM SPSS version 27. Descriptive statistics were used to
understand the status of discrimination experienced by foreign seafarers working with
Korean seafarers; the Mann–Whitney U test was used to identify whether there was a
statistically significant difference in satisfaction between foreign officers and ratings; and
Kendall’s W was calculated to discover if priorities are meaningful when selecting an area
for improvement. The study design is illustrated in Figure 1.
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Table 2. List of questions.

Category Questions

Experience in discrimination

Have you ever thought you were discriminated against by Korean seafarers?
To what extent do you agree or disagree that Korean seafarers treat foreign seafarers equally?
If there is discrimination against foreign seafarers onboard, on which factor(s) do you think
discrimination is made?
Have you ever been ostracized from a shipboard activity?
Have you ever been paid less than a Korean seafarer, even though you work the same hours as a
Korean seafarer of the same rank?
Have you ever been unable to obtain overtime pay despite working overtime?
Have you ever been paid later than a set date?
Have you ever been forced to work overtime or work on holidays?
Has anyone thrown anything at you?
Has the captain (company) ever stopped you from going out of the ship for no particular reason
when she berthed at a port?
Have you ever heard of insults against your country?
Have you ever heard derogatory comments regarding skin colour or clothing?
Have you ever been teased about your language?
Have you ever been teased about your eating habits?
Have you ever been verbally abused?
Have you ever been teased for, banned, or interrupted from participating in religious activities?
Have you ever been discriminated against in various government offices, public institutions, or
banks in Korea, and if so, what are the types of discrimination?

The rights of seafarers

To what extent do you know Korean laws concerning the rights of seafarers based on five scales?
How did you come to know the Korean laws concerning the rights of seafarers?
Have you heard about the National Human Rights Commission of Korea in terms of the rights of
seafarers?
What is your reaction to human rights violations or discrimination?

Opinion on working with
Korean seafarers

To what extent are you satisfied with working with Korean seafarers?
What are the good things about working with Korean seafarers at a Korean shipping company?
What are the inconvenient or difficult parts of your life onboard when you work with Korean
seafarers?
Would you recommend your friends to work for a Korean shipping company and why do you
recommend it or not?
What do you think is the most urgent factor to be improved in the Korean shipping industry?
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3. Results
3.1. Experience of Discrimination

Overall, 10 (10.9%) foreign seafarers reported that they experienced discrimination by
Korean seafarers. More than half of the participants (49, 53.3%) agreed that Korean seafarers
treated foreign seafarers equally, but 36 (39.1%) were neutral and 7 (7.6%) disagreed.

The participants were asked to report any acts of discrimination against foreign
seafarers onboard that violated equal rights as presented in Article 2, No. 3 of the National
Human Rights Commission Act [33]. The participants selected all applicable discriminatory
acts among the options, with 166 responses in total. They reported discrimination related
to academic career (n = 22; 13.3%), criminal record (n = 21; 12.7%), social status (n = 20;
12.0%), medical history (n = 19; 11.4%), sexual orientation (n = 18; 10.8%), race (n = 14;
8.4%), religion (n = 12; 7.2%), state of origin (n = 8; 4.8%), physical condition (n = 7; 4.2%),
region of origin (n = 5; 3.0%), skin colour (n = 5; 3.0%), types or forms of family (n = 4;
2.4%), gender (n = 3; 1.8%), disability (n = 3; 1.8%), ideology or political opinion (n = 3;
1.8%), and ethnic origin (n = 2; 1.2%).

Table 3 presents the experiences of reported discrimination based on the nationality
of the survey participants. No foreign seafarers have faced discrimination in government
offices, public institutions, or banks in South Korea. However, foreign seafarers experienced
discrimination onboard. The majority of the participants reported discrimination related to
wages, including low wages for the same work as Korean seafarers and no payment for
overtime work, followed by verbal insults, such as being emotionally abused for eating
habits and being insulted with regard to their country of origin.

Table 3. Forms of discrimination experienced by foreign seafarers by nationality.

Specification Indonesia
(n = 36)

Myanmar
(n = 24)

Philippines
(n = 32)

Total
(n = 92)

Ostracized from a shipboard activity 3
(8.3%)

4
(16.7%)

0
(0.0%)

7
(7.6%)

Same work for less payment than
a Korean seafarer

17
(47.2%)

4
(16.7%)

2
(6.3%)

23
(25.0%)

No payment for overtime work 19
(52.8%)

8
(33.3%)

4
(12.5%)

31
(33.7%)

Late payment after a set date 4
(11.1%)

4
(16.7%)

3
(9.4%)

11
(12.0%)

Being forced to work overtime or
on holidays

7
(19.4%)

2
(8.3%)

2
(6.3%)

11
(12.0%)

Having things thrown at them 4
(11.1%)

1
(4.2%)

1
(3.1%)

6
(6.5%)

Restricted disembarkation for
no reason at a port

6
(16.7%)

0
(0.0%)

4
(12.5%)

10
(10.9%)

Insulted about their country of origin 6
(16.7%)

0
(0.0%)

0
(0.0%)

6
(6.5%)

Derogatory comments regarding
skin colour or clothing

5
(13.9%)

1
(4.2%)

0
(0.0%)

6
(6.5%)

Emotional abuse for languages spoken 3
(8.3%)

1
(4.2%)

0
(0.0%)

4
(4.3%)

Emotional abuse for eating habits 4
(11.1%)

1
(4.2%)

1
(3.1%)

6
(6.5%)

Verbal abuse 11
(30.6%)

1
(4.2%)

0
(0.0%)

12
(13.0%)

Restrictions on religious activities 9
(25.0%)

1
(4.2%)

0
(0.0%)

10
(10.9%)

3.2. Responses to Discrimination

Of the 92 participants, 74 (80.4%) answered that they were aware of the Korean law on
the rights of seafarers. They selected the following options as sources of awareness of the
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law: “I was trained before boarding a Korean vessel” (n = 65; 70.7%), “I heard about it from
my countrymen who worked here” (n = 4; 4.3%), “I got this information during on-the-job
training” (n = 3; 3.3%), “I got information from public organizations in Korea” (n = 2;
2.2%), and others (e.g., searching the internet and obtaining information from inspectors
visiting the vessel) (n = 5; 5.4%). However, although many of them were aware of the laws
concerning seafarers’ rights, only 36 (39.1%) foreign seafarers had heard of the National
Human Rights Commission Act.

Table 4 depicts the various responses of foreign seafarers to human rights violations
or acts of discrimination. Human rights refer to any human dignity and worth, liberty, and
rights that are guaranteed in South Korea as defined in Article 2, No. 1 of the National
Human Rights Commission Act. When faced with human rights violation or discrimination,
most participants chose to handle the situation indirectly, as reflected by their most common
responses to “seek help from the captain or the chief engineer of the vessel” and “consult a
crew agent.” Only 18 participants (15.5%) complained directly to the discriminator.

Table 4. Foreign seafarers’ responses to human rights violations or discrimination (multiple choice; n = 116).

Response n (%)

Complain directly to discriminator 18 (15.5)
Seek help from the National Human Rights Commission 4 (3.4)
Seek help from the captain or the chief engineer of the vessel 62 (53.4)
Consult a crew agent 21 (18.1)
Seek help from religious institutions such as churches and temples 1 (0.9)
Report to the maritime police 5 (4.3)
Just put up with it 1 (0.9)
Other 4 (3.4)
Total 116 (100)

3.3. Opinion on Working with Korean Seafarers

A questionnaire focused on satisfaction with working onboard with Korean seafarers.
We used the following categories on a Likert scale: very satisfied, satisfied, neutral, dis-
satisfied, and very dissatisfied. In terms of satisfaction in working with Korean seafarers,
21 (22.8%) foreign seafarers were very satisfied, 47 (51.1%) were satisfied, 23 (25%) were
neutral, and 1 (1.1%) was dissatisfied. The Mann–Whitney U test showed that there was
no statistically significant difference in satisfaction with working with Korean seafarers
between foreign officers and ratings (U = 881.0, p = 0.267).

Table 5 shows the details of the positive and negative factors related to working with
Korean seafarers at Korean shipping companies. The positive factors reported by foreign
seafarers were as follows: excellent welfare facilities and benefits (48; 32.4%), kindness of
company colleagues (28; 18.9%), and high wages (20; 13.5%). The negative factors were as
follows: language barrier (49; 42.2%), food (21; 18.1%), and wage discrimination (13; 11.2%).

When asked about their intention to recommend working for a Korean shipping
company to their friends, 75 (81.5%) responded “yes,” 5 (5.4%) said “no,” and 12 (13.0%)
“did not know.” The reasons for willingness to recommend were in Figure 2: a safe working
environment (25; 33.3%), kindness of Korean colleagues (13; 17.3%), high wages (4; 5.3%),
and others (e.g., a similar culture to the country of origin and the observation that Korean
shipping companies are not bad in general) (33; 44.0%). Three out of five respondents
who said “no” revealed their reasons; two of them mentioned “unkindness of a Korean
colleague,” and one reported “inadequate treatment on a vessel.”

Table 6 shows the opinions of foreign seafarers on priority areas for addressing dis-
crimination. Priority was in the order of wage discrimination (1.87), abusive language
(2.61), disregard for other cultures (3.05), disregard for other religions (3.43), and racial
discrimination (4.03). Kendall’s W was calculated to be 0.269, with p < 0.001, indicating
that priority was meaningful when selecting an area for improvement.
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Table 5. Positive and negative factors related to working with Korean seafarers (multiple choices).

Positive Factors n (%) Negative Factors n (%)

High wages 20 (13.5) Type of food 21 (18.1)
Kindness of
company colleagues 28 (18.9) Lack of understanding of other

religions 6 (5.2)

Similar culture 13 (8.8) Wage discrimination 13 (11.2)
Recognizing the diversity
of religion 15 (10.1) Abusive language and bullying 8 (6.9)

Excellent welfare facilities
and benefits 48 (32.4) Language barrier 49 (42.2)

Experiencing Korean pop
culture 12 (8.1)

Discriminatory view of
Korean seafarers toward
foreign seafarers

5 (4.3)

Others 12 (8.1) Others 14 (12.1)
Total 148 (100) Total 116 (100)
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Table 6. Priority areas for addressing discrimination (n = 92).

Specification Mean Rank

Wage discrimination 1.87
Abusive language 2.61
Disregard for other cultures (types of food,
eating habits) 3.05

Disregard for other religions 3.43
Racial discrimination (skin colour, appearance) 4.03

4. Discussion

Foreign seafarers comprise a large proportion of the workforce and perform an im-
portant role in the Korean shipping industry; therefore, it is necessary to identify and
eliminate all negative factors in their working environment and to safeguard their physical
and mental health. Through a survey analysis, this study investigated whether foreign
seafarers experience discrimination onboard an explored the forms of discrimination they
faced and their response to such discrimination. The key findings are discussed below,
with recommendations to improve the working environment of foreign nationals working
with Korean seafarers.

4.1. Discrimination against Foreign Seafarers and Actions for Korean Seafarers

While 10% of all the respondents felt they experienced discrimination by Korean
seafarers, more than 45% disagreed or were neutral when asked whether Korean seafarers
treat foreign seafarers equally, suggesting that it is necessary to examine and address
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some Korean seafarers’ attitudes toward their foreign colleagues. The survey revealed
that several foreign seafarers faced discrimination with regard to their language, eating
habits, country of origin, and religious activities. Discrimination regarding religious
activities was found to occur particularly frequently among Indonesian seafarers; it may
be relevant that more than 80% of Indonesian citizens are Muslims [34]. However, since
the religious composition of the study sample cannot be confirmed, it cannot be concluded
that differences between commonly practiced religions in Indonesia and South Korea
impacted seafarers’ experience. However, we found that perceived discrimination takes
place across several factors including religion, language, eating habits, and country of
origin is in line with the fact that foreign seafarers were forced to adapt to Korean culture
without considering that problems caused by cultural differences can be solved by mutual
understanding [12]. People who experience racial discrimination are likely to suffer from
depression and anxiety [35]. In addition, conflicts among seafarers on a mixed nationality
crew vessel have been found to negatively affect a ship’s safety culture [3]. Therefore, it is
necessary to prevent discrimination against others by providing educational opportunities
for seafarers to understand cultural differences and ensuring effective investigation and
sanctions for acts of discrimination, if and when they occur.

4.2. Discrimination against Foreign Seafarers and Actions for Shipping Companies

Ensuring all workers effectively enjoy basic rights to fair and just working conditions
is important. According to the FRA [36], migrant workers are vulnerable to exploitation,
especially people from developing countries, who are not in a position to leave their jobs
whenever they want. This is because they may have few or no alternative options, and
dependants or debts in their home countries.

In the 1990s, South Korea began recruiting foreign seafarers to strengthen the com-
petitiveness of its shipping companies in the international market by easing the burden
of labour costs [8]. Because companies pursue profits, there is a limit to restricting the
use of relatively low-wage labour. However, foreign workers, such as Korean seafarers,
should be paid on a fixed date and should not be forced to work on holidays without prior
notification and consent. Foreign seafarers are also subject to the Korean Seafarers Act and
the Labour Standards Act and should be protected by the law.

In this study, the most frequent form of discrimination was related to wages, which is
associated with companies’ internal systems. Of the 92 participants, 31 (33.7%) were not
paid overtime allowances, 11 (12.0%) were paid late, and 11 (12.0%) were forced to work
overtime or work on holidays. The minimum wage for seafarers is fixed by the Korean
government in accordance with Article 59 of the Seafarers Act. However, in the case of
foreign seafarers the minimum wage can be determined by a collective agreement between
the relevant seafarer labour organization and the owner of the ship [37,38]. Since the
details of the seafarers’ employment contracts are not known, it cannot be stated whether
overtime allowance should be granted or not, but late payment or forcing people to work
overtime or on holidays should be addressed. Therefore, although it is important for
shipping companies to voluntarily make efforts to comply with the relevant regulations, it
is necessary to continuously monitor their compliance with regulations at the government
level and to ensure that they take appropriate action when a breach is noted.

4.3. Education for Foreign Seafarers

While many foreign seafarers in this study were trained and well-informed about
the Korean regulations on the rights of seafarers, less than half of them were aware of
the National Human Rights Commission Act. This highlights the necessity of reviewing
the contents of foreign seafarers’ training; through curriculum reorganization, foreign
seafarers should be able to understand the relevant regulations related to their rights [39].
Moreover, workplace discrimination negatively affects outcomes such as attitudes toward
the job and personal health [40]. Properly designed educational programs effectively
ensure group safety by enhancing employees’ knowledge and motivation for change [41].
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Therefore, taking appropriate measures against workplace discrimination and reducing
foreign seafarers’ stress by educating them on how to respond to discrimination can help
ensure the safety of the ship and crew.

Furthermore, 42.2% of the respondents mentioned the language barrier as a negative
factor in working with Korean seafarers. The level of Korean language ability among foreign
seafarers was reported as mostly 3 or less, on a scale of 1 to 5. The main communication
method in the operation of the ship is speech, and effective communication is an essential
element for safe ship operation [42]. In order for effective communication to occur, the
message must be fully received and understood by the recipient, and when this does not
happen, there is a possibility of miscommunication occurring [43] with serious implications
for safety onboard. Language barriers can lead to misunderstanding, confrontation, and
conflict, and behaviour performed in good faith can be interpreted negatively [12]. In order
for foreign seafarers to board Korean ships, they must receive Korean language education
in accordance with the Guidelines of Foreign Seafarers Management [44]. Since compulsory
education for foreign seafarers under the current regulations has a very limited duration
and there are no systematically developed educational materials [45], it is necessary to
develop training contents that reflect the working circumstances of foreign seafarers and
extend the training period so that Korean language education for foreign seafarers can be
completed. This will help prevent grave errors that may compromise safety onboard in
preparing for the expansion of state-of-the-art and high-risk vessels such as LNG-powered
ships, LNG bunkering-only ships, and ammonia/hydrogen-powered ships.

5. Conclusions

This study investigated discrimination against foreign seafarers working in the Korean
merchant shipping industry. The study findings reveal seafarers’ understanding of their
rights and level of satisfaction in multicultural crews. These findings indicate the need for
adopting appropriate actions and measures by shipping companies to protect seafarers
from stress and fatigue and demonstrate increased concern for their welfare and safety.

Based on the findings, the major recommendations to prevent discrimination against
foreign seafarers are as follows:

À Provide educational opportunities for seafarers to understand and respect cultural
differences;

Á Continuously monitor shipping companies’ compliance with employment-related
laws, and take action when breaches are identified;

Â Develop a systematic educational curriculum and extend the training period so that
Korean language education for foreign seafarers can be properly conducted.

Whilst the findings and recommendations are relevant to the current industry, the
strengthening of environmental regulations in the global shipping industry, such as the
International Maritime Organization’s greenhouse gas reduction strategy, the zero emission
strategy of major shippers, and the demand for autonomous ships, has resulted in a
paradigm shift in the shipbuilding and shipping industry [46,47] where high-tech, high-
spec, eco-friendly ships, such as ESG-based LNG-powered ships, LNG bunkering-only
ships, and ammonia/hydrogen-powered ships will become the norm. To ensure the safety
of the fleet and those working in it, a mid- to long-term seafarer policy needs to be urgently
established by prioritizing the education, training, welfare, and human rights protection of
domestic and foreign seafarers to ensure the safety and well-being of all those working in
these high-risk environments. Investment in the workforce must be considered alongside
and with the same commitment as investment in the physical fleet.

These study findings helped in identifying the forms of discrimination against foreign
seafarers working in Korea and outlined the necessary measures to prevent discrimination.
This study has some limitations. Despite being able to understand many aspects of the
types of discrimination that is currently experienced by respondents, the findings do not
represent the full range of discrimination potentially experienced by foreign seafarers
working with Korean seafarers. The extent of discrimination identified in this study should
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not be generalized to all foreign seafarers working in South Korea, as the number of
participants was small because of limited means of contact with foreign seafarers during
the pandemic. Future studies should specify strategies and policies to enhance the working
conditions of foreign seafarers by identifying the difficulties and areas of improvement
through a focus on sustainable maritime culture and its perception to achieve a thriving
maritime business environment. Theoretical implications of empirical research revealing
discrimination should also be explored.
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