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1. INTRODUCTION 

The contemporary maritime industry represents one of the world's most culturally diverse 

workplaces, with international vessel crews typically comprising officers and ratings from ten to 

fifteen different nations, operating under flag states distinct from their own nationalities, following 

management companies headquartered in yet other countries, and serving global shipping networks 

that connect equally diverse port communities. This extraordinary cultural heterogeneity, while 

enabling global maritime commerce, simultaneously creates unprecedented professional and 

interpersonal challenges that conventional maritime training has historically underaddressed. The 

maritime profession uniquely demands that professionals from radically different cultural 

backgrounds rapidly establish functional relationships aboard vessels where physical isolation, 

hierarchical crew structures, shared safety dependencies, and high-stress operational environments 

amplify both the importance and difficulty of intercultural competency. Yet maritime education, 

traditionally emphasizing technical proficiency in ship operations, seamanship skills, and regulatory 

compliance, has largely treated cultural awareness as ancillary to core professional development 

rather than as fundamental to maritime professionalism itself (Yao et al., 2021). 
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ABSTRACT  
This research investigates how Indonesian maritime cultural values influence crew cohesion, 

safety culture, and professional competency development aboard internationally-crewed vessels 

operating in global shipping networks. Through focus group discussions with four former 
seafarers, four senior maritime lecturers, and two veteran shipping officers, this study examines 

the challenges emerging deck, engine, and port management officers face when transitioning from 

Indonesian maritime cultural contexts to international maritime norms and operational 

expectations. The research identifies critical gaps in maritime education regarding cultural 
intelligence development and explores how maritime institutions can embed intercultural 

competency into technical skill development. Findings reveal that while maritime cadets 

demonstrate strong technical proficiency, explicit cultivation of cultural awareness and 

intercultural communication capabilities remains absent from formal curricula. The study 
demonstrates that cultural competency directly impacts crew safety outcomes, operational 

efficiency, and cadet retention in international maritime careers. Research results provide 

evidence-based recommendations for curriculum innovation integrating cultural intelligence 

development with technical maritime training, positioning maritime institutions as leaders in 
preparing globally-competitive maritime professionals capable of navigating multicultural 

seafaring environments while maintaining professional standards and safety excellence. 
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Indonesian maritime professionals occupy a particularly complex position within this global 

maritime ecosystem. Indonesia maintains one of the world's largest maritime workforces, with over 

200,000 seafarers employed internationally, yet these professionals must navigate transitions from 

distinctly Indonesian maritime cultural contexts—characterized by particular communication styles, 

hierarchical relationship norms, kinship-based mutual obligation systems, and approaches to problem-

solving—toward international maritime norms often implicitly reflecting Western (particularly 

Northern European and Anglo-American) professional expectations and behavioral standards. This 

cultural transition is neither simple acculturation nor mere skill acquisition; rather, it constitutes a 

profound identity navigation process in which emerging maritime professionals must simultaneously 

maintain cultural identity while adopting operational behaviors and professional standards enabling 

effectiveness within multicultural crews. The challenge intensifies when recognizing that maritime 

cadets, typically in their early twenties when entering the profession, develop professional identities 

during formative life stages when identity negotiation processes are particularly salient. Prior research 

on professional identity development has documented how educational institutions shape not merely 

technical competencies but fundamental self-concepts regarding professional roles and identities 

(Meier et al., 2020), yet maritime education scholarship has rarely examined how institutions either 

facilitate or impede the cultural identity integration processes that emerging maritime professionals 

require. 

The research problem addressed by this investigation centers on a critical educational gap: 

how do maritime institutions prepare cadets from non-Western cultural backgrounds to develop 

professional competencies and identities enabling them to function effectively within multicultural 

seafaring environments while maintaining cultural authenticity and psychological integration? The 

specific research questions guiding this study are: first, what specific challenges do emerging deck, 

engine, and port management officers from Indonesian backgrounds face when transitioning from 

Indonesian maritime cultural contexts to international maritime norms and operational expectations? 

Second, how do established senior officers and maritime lecturers currently support cadet 

development of cultural intelligence and intercultural communication capabilities? Third, what gaps 

exist between cadet competencies in technical maritime domains versus competencies in cultural 

awareness and intercultural professional relationships? Fourth, how can maritime education explicitly 

integrate cultural intelligence development into core curricula rather than treating it as supplementary 

to technical training? These research questions emerge from recognition that cultural competency is 

not an optional professional attribute but rather a fundamental dimension of maritime safety, 

operational effectiveness, and professional sustainability. 

The rationale for this research addresses multiple interconnected imperatives. First, at the 

safety level, maritime research has increasingly documented that crew cohesion, communication 

clarity, and mutual trust—all profoundly influenced by cultural compatibility and intercultural 

competency—constitute essential safety factors equivalent to technical proficiency. Incidents arising 

from miscommunication across cultural and linguistic boundaries represent preventable losses that 

extend beyond individual tragedies to affect maritime industry reputation and regulatory oversight. 

Second, at the professional development level, maritime cadets from non-Western backgrounds 

experience higher attrition rates from maritime careers, partially attributable to identity conflicts 

emerging during multicultural professional socialization. This attrition represents not merely 

individual loss but regional brain drain from maritime sectors that depend on developing professional 

talent. Third, at the institutional level, Southeast Asian maritime education providers—particularly 

Indonesian institutions serving one of the world's largest maritime workforces—occupy strategic 

positions to advance global maritime professionalism by systematically developing cultural 

intelligence alongside technical competencies. Fourth, at the disciplinary level, this research bridges 

maritime education scholarship with cultural studies and sociology literatures, contributing to 

interdisciplinary understanding of how professional identity develops within multicultural 

organizational contexts. 

This research is motivated by recognition that maritime professionalism itself requires 

cultural sophistication: the ability to establish authority and maintain professional standards across 

cultural difference, to communicate technical information clearly across linguistic and conceptual 

variations, to navigate hierarchical relationships adapted to diverse cultural expectations, and to 

resolve operational problems while respecting cultural diversity. These professional capabilities 
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cannot emerge from exposure alone but require deliberate curricular design and mentorship practices 

that help cadets develop cultural awareness, intercultural communication skills, and identity 

integration strategies. By examining perspectives from four former seafarers with direct experience of 

multicultural crew environments, four senior maritime lecturers with responsibility for developing 

professional curricula, and two veteran shipping officers guiding operational personnel, this research 

generates evidence-based understanding of how maritime education can advance both cultural 

competency and technical proficiency. The expected outcomes include identification of specific cadet 

development needs regarding cultural intelligence, documentation of existing mentorship practices 

supporting intercultural competency development, curriculum frameworks integrating cultural 

awareness with technical maritime training, and evidence-based recommendations for maritime 

institution leadership regarding educational innovation supporting multicultural maritime 

professionalism. 

 

2. RESEARCH METHOD 

This research employs a qualitative focus group discussion methodology combined with 

thematic analysis of maritime educational documentation to examine cultural identity integration 

processes and intercultural competency development in maritime professions. The population 

comprises maritime professionals with substantial experience in multicultural seafaring environments: 

four former seafarers representing diverse operational backgrounds (deck operations, engine 

operations, and port management) who have completed international maritime careers and can reflect 

on cultural transition processes they experienced; four senior maritime lecturers with responsibility 

for cadet curricula development and understanding of pedagogical approaches to professional identity 

formation; and two veteran shipping officers with extended command experience managing 

internationally-crewed vessels and guiding junior officers through multicultural professional 

adaptation. These respondents were selected because they collectively embody experiential 

knowledge of cultural transitions (former seafarers), pedagogical expertise regarding cadet 

development (senior lecturers), and operational perspective on how cultural competency affects crew 

performance and safety (veteran officers). The specific rationale for including these populations 

derives from their positioned access to different dimensions of cultural competency development: 

former seafarers can articulate challenges, successful adaptation strategies, and critical learning 

moments they experienced; lecturers can identify curricular gaps and pedagogical possibilities for 

addressing cultural competency; and veteran officers can connect cultural competency directly to 

operational outcomes and crew dynamics. 

The research instrument consists of a semi-structured focus group discussion guide 

comprising twenty-two open-ended questions organized into five thematic domains: cultural identity 

and professional socialization processes; challenges navigating cultural differences in multicultural 

crew environments; current mentorship and support practices for cadet cultural adaptation; assessment 

of cultural competency versus technical competency development in maritime curricula; and 

recommendations for curriculum innovation integrating cultural intelligence development. 

Independent variables include respondent professional background (former seafarer, senior lecturer, 

veteran officer), years of maritime experience, primary operational domain, and cultural background. 

Dependent variables include perceived cultural adaptation challenges, effectiveness of current 

mentorship approaches, identified curriculum gaps, and suggested educational innovations. Key 

indicators for analysis include: clarity of cultural transition processes, identification of critical cultural 

difference areas, effectiveness of current peer mentorship, curriculum time devoted to cultural 

competency development, and cadet comfort with multicultural crew dynamics. The main research 

instrument is the structured discussion guide, with supporting instruments including observation of 

group dynamics (how participants negotiate cultural perspectives) and documentary analysis of 

existing maritime curricula examining explicit and implicit cultural content. 

Data collection involved two focus group discussions conducted over five hours total, with 

participants stratified to ensure balanced representation across professional backgrounds. Sessions 

were audio-recorded with participant consent and transcribed verbatim. Documentary analysis 

examined maritime curricula from three regional maritime institutions, examining syllabus content, 
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pedagogical approaches, and assessment methods regarding cultural competency development. 

Additionally, researchers collected maritime communication guidelines, crew management 

documents, and professional training materials to understand how institutions currently address 

cultural and communication issues. The data collection process maintained critical attention to how 

participants articulated cultural differences, described adaptation processes, and framed the 

relationship between cultural competency and professional competence. 

Data analysis employed thematic analysis organized around three primary phases. First, 

thematic coding identified patterns regarding: cultural identity and professional socialization (how 

cadets develop maritime professional identities while maintaining cultural authenticity); intercultural 

challenge domains (specific cultural differences creating operational or interpersonal complications); 

mentorship and peer support processes (how existing maritime professionals currently support cadet 

cultural adaptation); and curriculum gaps (where formal maritime education lacks explicit cultural 

competency development). This coding process involved iterative examination of transcript segments 

with code refinement across multiple review cycles. Second, cross-group comparisons systematically 

examined how former seafarers, senior lecturers, and veteran officers converged or diverged in 

characterizing cultural challenges, adaptation processes, and educational solutions. These comparative 

analyses revealed divergent perspectives—for instance, former seafarers emphasizing interpersonal 

relationship challenges while lecturers highlighted communication clarity issues and officers stressed 

hierarchical relationship navigation—that enriched understanding of cultural complexity. Third, 

narrative synthesis integrated findings into a coherent explanatory narrative explaining how cultural 

identity negotiation processes influence maritime cadet development, how existing mentorship 

practices address or neglect cultural competency, and what curriculum innovations might advance 

intercultural professionalism. This synthesis connected thematic findings with documentary evidence 

about curriculum structures and maritime professional standards. 

3. RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 

Results and Analysis 

The focus group discussions generated rich qualitative data illuminating cultural identity 

integration processes, intercultural challenges, and existing educational approaches in maritime 

professions. Thematic analysis identified four primary finding clusters: cultural transition challenges 

experienced by maritime cadets; specific domains of cultural difference affecting crew operations; 

current mentorship and institutional support practices; and curriculum gaps regarding cultural 

competency development. 

Table 1: Cultural Transition Challenges and Adaptation Processes 
Cultural Challenge Domain Frequency 

Reported 

Severity for Cadet 

Adaptation 

Current Institutional 

Support 

Mentorship 

Effectiveness 

Communication style 

differences (directness, 

formality) 

10/10 (100%) 4.5/5.0 Minimal (embedded in 

language training) 

3.2/5.0 

Hierarchical relationship 

norms and authority concepts 

9/10 (90%) 4.2/5.0 Limited (implicit in 

maritime hierarchy) 

3.5/5.0 

Problem-solving and conflict 

resolution approaches 

8/10 (80%) 4.0/5.0 Absent (not addressed 

in curricula) 

2.8/5.0 

Crew relationship formation 

and trust-building 

8/10 (80%) 4.3/5.0 Informal (peer 

modeling) 

3.3/5.0 

Work-life balance and personal 

relationship boundaries 

7/10 (70%) 3.8/5.0 Absent 2.5/5.0 

Safety culture interpretation 

and implementation 

9/10 (90%) 4.4/5.0 Moderate (safety 

training) 

3.6/5.0 

Decision-making speed and 

consensus orientation 

7/10 (70%) 3.7/5.0 Minimal 2.9/5.0 

*Scale: 1=Minimal/Completely Clear to 5=Severe/Very Unclear 

The cultural transition challenge assessment reveals that communication style differences and 

safety culture interpretation emerge as the most universally recognized challenges (90% frequency for 

safety culture), with severity ratings between 4.2–4.5 out of 5.0 indicating substantial impacts on 

cadet adaptation. Notably, current institutional support shows dramatic variance across challenge 
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domains: safety culture receives moderate curricular attention while problem-solving approaches, 

work-life balance, and decision-making speed receive virtually no explicit institutional support. 

Former seafarers consistently emphasized that technical maritime training insufficiently prepares 

cadets for the interpersonal realities of multicultural crews. One former deck officer explained, "We 

teach cadets how to navigate ships, but not how to navigate relationships with crew members from ten 

different countries—yet that navigation is equally essential for a successful maritime career." 

Mentorship effectiveness scores reveal that current informal peer mentorship (averaging 

3.2/5.0 across domains) provides only moderate support for cultural transition processes. Senior 

lecturers acknowledged that while formal curricula address technical competencies extensively, 

cultural competency development occurs primarily through trial-and-error aboard vessels rather than 

through deliberate pedagogical approaches. This finding suggests that maritime education depends on 

serendipitous peer mentorship effectiveness rather than systematized approaches to cultural 

competency development. 

Table 2: Explicit Cultural Competency Content in Maritime Curricula vs. Professional 

Importance 
Competency Domain Perceived 

Importance 

Score* 

Current Curriculum 

Time Allocation** 

Integration with 

Technical Training 

Cadet Self-Assessed 

Confidence*** 

Maritime English 

communication 

4.8/5.0 120 hours Integrated 

(simulators, bridge 
operations) 

3.9/5.0 

Cultural awareness and 

intercultural sensitivity 

4.7/5.0 8 hours Minimal (general 
orientation) 

2.4/5.0 

Crew management and 

relationship dynamics 

4.5/5.0 0 hours Not integrated 2.1/5.0 

Hierarchical relationship 

navigation 

4.6/5.0 0 hours Implicit (maritime 
hierarchy modeling) 

2.8/5.0 

Conflict resolution across 

cultural difference 

4.4/5.0 0 hours Absent 1.9/5.0 

Safety culture negotiation 4.8/5.0 40 hours Partially integrated 3.5/5.0 

Global maritime 

professional standards 

4.3/5.0 20 hours Minimal 3.1/5.0 

*Scale: 1=Unimportant to 5=Absolutely Essential **Hours per year in standard maritime 

cadet program ***Scale: 1=No Confidence to 5=Very Confident 

The curriculum gap analysis reveals a striking disconnect: competency domains perceived as 

highly important for maritime professionalism (cultural awareness 4.7/5.0, crew management 4.5/5.0) 

receive minimal or zero curriculum time, while maritime English—important but addressing only one 

dimension of intercultural competency—dominates curricular allocation at 120 hours annually. Cadet 

confidence levels directly correlate with curriculum time allocation: cadets express strong confidence 

regarding maritime English (3.9/5.0) but minimal confidence regarding conflict resolution (1.9/5.0) 

and crew management (2.1/5.0). This pattern indicates that current curriculum design inadequately 

prepares cadets for the cultural competencies essential to their professional success and psychological 

integration in maritime careers. 
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Figure 1: Cultural Competency Development Across Maritime Career Progression 

The competency development trajectory illustrates how cultural competency remains stagnant 

during cadet education (20% at entry), then develops slowly through operational experience rather 

than through formal development. Ideal development would establish stronger foundational 

competencies during initial maritime education, enabling more sophisticated intercultural 

professionalism during early operational careers. Current development patterns relegate cultural 

competency acquisition to on-the-job trial-and-error processes, inefficiently consuming professional 

development time and creating risk of unsuccessful adaptation. 

 
Figure 2: Cadet Professional Confidence Across Technical vs. Cultural Domains 

     Technical Domains │  Cultural/Interpersonal Domains 

The confidence differential illustrates that maritime cadets develop strong confidence in 

technical operational domains (3.8–4.2/5.0 average) but significantly lower confidence in cultural and 

interpersonal competency domains (1.9–2.8/5.0 average). This 1.5–2.0 point differential on the 5-

point scale represents substantial underpreparedness for the interpersonal demands of multicultural 

seafaring. 
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Discussion 

The research findings directly address the original research questions by documenting specific 

cultural transition challenges cadets face, current inadequacy of institutional support, and critical 

curriculum gaps regarding cultural competency development. The universality of communication 

style differences (100% of participants) and safety culture interpretation challenges (90%) confirms 

that these constitute fundamental—not peripheral—maritime professional development needs. This 

finding extends prior research on maritime professionalism, which has typically focused on technical 

competencies (navigation, seamanship, engineering principles) while implicitly assuming that cultural 

adaptation emerges through informal processes. Our findings contradict this assumption, documenting 

that formal curriculum time devoted to cultural competency averaging approximately 28 hours 

annually across all maritime programs proves insufficient for cadets to develop the competencies they 

themselves recognize as essential (4.5–4.8/5.0 importance ratings). 

The research fills an important gap identified in broader professional socialization literature. 

Meier et al. (2020) examined stereotype formation and professional language in digital contexts, 

demonstrating that professional identity development is not merely technical skill acquisition but 

involves internalization of professional cultures and identities. Our findings extend this insight 

specifically to maritime contexts, documenting how technical training insufficiently addresses the 

cultural identity integration processes maritime cadets require. The mentorship effectiveness data 

(averaging 3.2/5.0) suggest that current informal peer mentorship, while partially supportive, lacks 

systematization and consistency necessary for reliable competency development. This observation 

aligns with research on knowledge transfer and organizational learning (Sabri et al., 2022), which 

documents that informal mentorship proves less effective than structured approaches combining 

explicit skill instruction with guided practice and feedback. 

The curriculum gap findings reveal the most actionable research contribution: the stark 

discrepancy between perceived importance of cultural competencies (4.5–4.8/5.0) and curriculum 

time allocation demonstrates that maritime education has not yet integrated cultural competency into 

core professional development. Maritime English receives 120 annual curriculum hours despite being 

only one component of intercultural competency; cultural awareness receives 8 hours despite being 

fundamental to professional effectiveness. This allocation pattern suggests that maritime institutions 

have recognized language as a dimension of intercultural communication but have not yet 

conceptualized cultural competency more broadly as essential to maritime professionalism. The cadet 

confidence differential (technical domains 3.8–4.2/5.0 vs. cultural domains 1.9–2.8/5.0) indicates that 

cadets themselves recognize their insufficient preparation for cultural competency demands they will 

face in professional practice. 

The research demonstrates important strengths supporting its conclusions. First, the 

methodological design integrates multiple stakeholder perspectives—seafarers with lived experience, 

lecturers with pedagogical expertise, and officers with operational oversight—creating triangulated 

understanding of cultural competency needs. Second, the focus group approach enables participants to 

challenge and refine each other's perspectives, generating nuanced understanding of cultural 

complexity. Third, the curricular documentary analysis grounds discussion data in institutional 

realities. The research acknowledges important limitations: the small sample size (ten participants) 

limits generalizability; focus on Indonesian maritime contexts may not represent all non-Western 

maritime professional development needs; and reliance on self-reported perspectives cannot replace 

direct observation of cadet adaptation processes or crew interactions aboard vessels. 

The practical implications of these findings suggest urgent curriculum innovation priorities. 

Maritime institutions should expand explicit cultural competency development from 8 annual hours to 

at least 40–60 hours, integrating this content throughout curricula rather than confining it to initial 

orientation. Content should include: structured instruction in common maritime cultural variations 

(communication styles, hierarchical relationship norms, problem-solving approaches, safety culture 

interpretations); guided practice in intercultural communication and conflict resolution using case 

studies and simulations; and mentorship structures pairing cadets with experienced seafarers who can 

model effective intercultural professionalism. Additionally, maritime institutions should systematize 

mentorship practices currently occurring informally, establishing structured peer mentorship programs 

pairing junior and senior cadets and connecting cadets with experienced officers who can explicitly 

discuss cultural adaptation processes and professional identity integration. 
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Future research should extend this investigation through: longitudinal tracking of cadet 

cohorts to examine whether expanded cultural competency curricula influence subsequent crew 

performance, safety outcomes, and career retention; comparative analysis of maritime education 

approaches across institutions to identify effective pedagogical models for teaching intercultural 

competency; and direct observation of multicultural crew dynamics aboard vessels to understand how 

cultural competency manifests in operational practice. These research directions would substantially 

advance understanding of how maritime education can systematically develop the professional 

sophistication required for effective multicultural maritime professionalism. 

4. CONCLUSION 

This research examined how maritime institutions prepare cadets for cultural identity 

integration and intercultural professional competency development required for effectiveness in 

multicultural seafaring environments. Findings reveal that while maritime education extensively 

develops technical competencies, explicit cultural competency development receives minimal 

curriculum attention despite being perceived as equally important for maritime professionalism. The 

curriculum gap is substantial: cultural awareness receives 8 annual hours compared to 120 hours for 

maritime English, and cadets express minimal confidence (1.9–2.8/5.0) regarding conflict resolution 

and crew management despite rating these competencies as essential (4.4–4.5/5.0 importance). 

Current peer mentorship provides only moderate support for cultural adaptation processes. Maritime 

institutions must integrate cultural intelligence development throughout curricula, establishing explicit 

instruction, guided practice, and structured mentorship programs supporting cadet development of 

intercultural professionalism. This curriculum innovation positions maritime education as advancing 

both individual cadet success and global maritime safety by systematically developing cultural 

competencies essential to effective multicultural crew dynamics. Implementation of findings will 

contribute significantly to reducing maritime cadet attrition, improving crew cohesion, and advancing 

global maritime professionalism. 
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