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Background to the research 

Maritime pilots perform an important safety function during what is statistically a high-risk 

part of the voyage of a ship. The pilot has to work closely with the ship’s master to ensure a 

successful outcome. A number of serious incidents have occurred globally and the 

subsequent investigation has concluded that the master-pilot exchange and relationship was 

inadequate.  

This research is an investigation into the master-pilot relationship and the aim was to 

discover if recommendations from such investigations have been absorbed into the pilot 

community. 

Exclusion of the pilot community from the research 

The pilot is essentially the service-provider and it is incumbent on him to initiate the master-

pilot exchange. Previous research suggests that if masters and pilots are asked the same 

question, their respective perceptions are different and opposing opinions will be recorded. 

Therefore, pilots were excluded from the survey. 

Research methodology 

The investigation followed a case study methodology and comprised three parts: exploration 

of industry standards, analysis of three investigation reports and a survey to elucidate if 

masters perceive that recommendations have been adopted. The survey was distributed in 

two UK ports and also made available online.  

The survey focused on passage planning, communications and team-working. Analysis of 

the investigation reports and industry concerns suggests that these factors are consistent 

root causes of incidents. 

Masters were asked to answer a number of questions whilst thinking about a navigationally 

challenging port. The questions were asked using Likert scales which returns an agreement 

with a statement in the style ‘never to always’. Data was analysed using both descriptive 

and inference statistics; the former provides indicative modes and histograms for frequency, 

the latter permits correlation testing of variables. Masters were also asked to record their 

cultural background. 

  



 

 

Summary of results 

The survey yielded 106 responses from masters from all over the world. A wide range of 

ship types was recorded with container ships (38%) being the most common. 55 ports, 

again located all over the globe, were recorded as the ‘most navigationally challenging’ that 

the master had visited. 

Summary of findings 

1. The research demonstrates that ship’s masters perceive that recommendations from 

three serious investigation reports have been absorbed into the pilot community.  

2. Cultural differences in the master’s perception of the master-pilot exchange were 

identified.  

3. There is a strong indication that ship’s masters would welcome a regulatory 

approach to the control of shipping movements in difficult conditions, such a poor 

visibility or heavy weather, thus circumventing a poor or dysfunctional master-pilot 

exchange.  

4. Masters have a strong preference for the provision of a chartlet or diagram to 

facilitate the agreement of a passage plan. 

5. Two-thirds of masters indicated that they are not always asked to sign a passage 

plan. 

6. There is evidence that pilots do not always make good use of the bridge team. 

Integrity of respondent’s returns 

The research demonstrated that obtaining candid answers from ship’s masters in 

respect of the master-pilot relationship is problematic. There were significant 

differences in how masters answered the survey questionnaire, dependent on 

whether they had done so online or by direct return of the questionnaire to the 

researcher. This is known as acquiescence bias and there are two probable causes. 

Firstly, although such bias is a known issue when using self-administered 

questionnaires, and would have applied to both survey methods, the immediacy of 

the hard-copy survey may be significant in comparison to the apparent remoteness 

or detachment of the online survey. Secondly, hard-copy replies were returned to the 

researcher via a harbour authority; this was done to give the survey gravitas but 

respondents may have had an alternate perception of formality.  

Limitations of the research 

1. The data sample was European-centric both in terms of the range of ports recorded 

and the cultural background of respondents and therefore did not reflect the global 

cultural distribution of seafarers. 

2. The statistical analysis of Likert data as interval data rather than ordinal data is 

contentious. 

 


