
ARTICLE

WMU Journal of Maritime Affairs
https://doi.org/10.1007/s13437-026-00436-6

Extended author information available on the last page of the article

Received: 19 February 2026 / Accepted: 17 July 2026
© World Maritime University 2026

Career plans and seafaring intentions among maritime 
students in China, Greece, Croatia, Montenegro, and the 
United Kingdom: A cross-national comparative study

Ana Slišković1  · Birgit Pauksztat2  · Lijun Tang3  · Ioannis Katsounis4  · 
Senka Šekularac-Ivošević5  · Helen Devereux6  · Gesa Praetorius7,8,9

Abstract
Concerns about current and future officer shortages have intensified interest in un-
derstanding maritime students’ career plans. While previous research has primarily 
examined motivations for entering maritime education and training (MET), com-
parative evidence on students’ seafaring intentions across national contexts remains 
limited. This study addresses this gap by examining career plans and seafaring 
intentions among 1,548 maritime students enrolled in MET programmes in China, 
Greece, Croatia, Montenegro, and the United Kingdom. Using cross-national sur-
vey data, the study analyses differences in students’ intended career trajectories and 
explores whether demographic characteristics (gender, age, prior sea experience) 
and programme-related factors (programme type, level, duration, and exposure to 
shipboard training) are associated with intentions to pursue a seafaring career. The 
results reveal substantial cross-country variation in the proportion of students in-
tending to work at sea, with higher levels observed in European countries com-
pared to China. Logistic regression analyses further indicate that demographic and 
programme-related predictors are significant in the Chinese sample but not in the 
European sample, suggesting context-specific patterns. By providing the first com-
parative analysis of seafaring intentions across both European and Asian maritime 
education contexts, the study highlights the importance of national, educational, and 
demographic factors in shaping students’ seafaring intentions. The findings under-
line the need for context-sensitive recruitment and retention strategies to support 
the future supply of seafarer officers.
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1  Introduction

Regular seafarer workforce surveys conducted by the Baltic and International Mari-
time Council (BIMCO) and the International Chamber of Shipping (ICS) indicate a 
current and future shortage of seafarer officers (BIMCO and ICS 2015, 2021). This 
shortage has raised widespread concern within the industry, prompting efforts to 
attract, train, and retain new generations of seafarers. The International Maritime 
Organisation (IMO) has established a task force to develop strategies for seafarer 
recruitment, while both developing (e.g., China, the Philippines) and developed 
countries (e.g., the United Kingdom) have implemented measures to expand mari-
time education and training (MET) capacity and maintain national seafarer popula-
tions (Gekara 2010; Tang et al. 2016; Tang 2022).

A relatively large body of research has examined students’ motivations for enter-
ing MET or pursuing a seafaring career (e.g. Bissias et al. 2025; Gonzalez et al. 
2014; Lu et al. 2018; Melović et al. 2022; Österman and Boström 2025; Ruggunan 
and Kanengoni 2017; Slišković et al. 2021; Wang and Shu 2021). These studies, con-
ducted primarily within single countries, suggest that students’ decisions are shaped 
by intrinsic interest, expectations of stable employment, opportunities for profes-
sional growth, financial incentives, travel, and family or local maritime traditions.

While these findings provide useful insights into the range of factors that might 
motivate students at entry, they do not necessarily indicate whether or not students 
intend to pursue seafaring careers. Moreover, the relationship between motivation 
and seafaring intention may vary across national contexts, depending on how closely 
MET programmes are linked to direct entry into seafaring or to broader maritime 
career pathways. In addition, dropout rates in MET programmes are often substantial, 
with studies in the UK (Frazer-Nash Consultancy 2017; Gekara 2009; Gould 2010) 
and the wider European context (Šekularac-Ivošević and Ivošević 2025) highlighting 
that many students leave training before completing qualifications. These patterns 
indicate that initial motivations may not always translate into completed training or 
sustained seafaring intentions.

Earlier research has also drawn attention to structural challenges affecting mari-
time career progression. Barnett et al. (2006) analysed career pathways in the mari-
time sector and identified barriers including limited career planning support, unclear 
progression routes, and uncertainties surrounding transitions between sea-based and 
shore-based employment. Their findings highlighted that career decision-making 
evolves during training and early career stages and may influence long-term retention 
in seafaring. The continued concern over officer shortages and attrition suggests that 
these issues remain relevant, underlining the importance of examining career plans 
among MET students.

Despite increasing attention to MET and maritime career pathways, relatively 
little is known about MET students’ specific career plans, particularly whether or not 
they intend to work at sea after graduation. Understanding these intentions is critical 
for ensuring that training investments translate into a sustainable seafarer workforce.

Several gaps remain in the existing literature. First, most studies focus on students’ 
motivations for enrolling in maritime programmes, rather than on their actual career 
plans or seafaring intentions. Second, existing research is predominantly national in 
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scope. While national studies provide valuable contextual insights, they do not allow 
systematic comparison of students’ career plans across different labour markets and 
educational contexts. Third, although demographic characteristics (e.g., age, gender, 
prior sea experience) and programme characteristics (e.g., programme type, level, 
duration, and exposure to shipboard training) are often reported descriptively, they 
are rarely examined as predictors of seafaring intentions using multivariate statistical 
methods, such as regression analysis, that allow their effects to be assessed simul-
taneously. Consequently, there is limited comparative evidence on which groups of 
MET students are more or less likely to intend a career at sea, and whether such pat-
terns differ across countries.

Against this background, the present study adopts an exploratory cross-national 
comparative approach to examine MET students’ career plans and seafaring inten-
tions in five countries: China, Greece, Croatia, Montenegro, and the United Kingdom. 
The study explores patterns in students’ intended career trajectories and investigates 
whether demographic and programme-related characteristics are associated with 
their intentions to pursue a seafaring career. The study was guided by the following 
research questions:

Research Question 1  What are the career plans of students enrolled in maritime pro-
grammes in different countries?

Research Question 2  What are the factors associated with students’ intention to work 
at sea?

2  Literature review

2.1  National studies addressing career plans or seafaring intentions

While previous studies have contributed much to our knowledge of students’ motiva-
tions for entering MET or a maritime career (e.g., Bissias et al. 2025), only a limited 
number of studies have directly addressed MET students’ career plans or seafaring 
intentions, and those that do vary widely in how intentions are measured. Although 
direct comparisons are often difficult, in general studies indicate that a substantial 
share of students do not plan to pursue a career at sea, as will be illustrated below.

Wang and Shu (2021) investigated the willingness of navigation students in China 
to work as seafarers. The study found that only 32% of respondents expressed a clear 
intention to work at sea after graduation, while 42% explicitly indicated they did 
not want to pursue a seafaring career, and 26% were unsure. These results highlight 
substantial uncertainty among Chinese MET students and underscore that entering 
an MET programme does not necessarily translate into a strong intention to work 
on-board.

Lu et al. (2018) measured Hong Kong maritime students’ intention to work on-
board using a structured “on-board intention” scale, which progresses from inter-
est in maritime courses, through attending qualification exams and internships, to 
the choice to pursue a seafaring career regardless of external factors such as family 
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opinion. Average scores for most of the items were slightly below 3 on a 1–5 scale, 
indicating moderate seafaring intentions among Hong Kong cadets. Because of this 
design, direct comparison with other studies is difficult.

In a study of Romanian MET undergraduate students (Lau et al. 2021), students 
were asked about their preferred areas of employment after graduation rather than 
their intention to work at sea. Results indicate that 57.41% indicated a preference 
for working in the maritime industry after graduation, with the remainder preferring 
work in ports, transport, tourism, public administration, or other sectors. This sug-
gests that a substantial share of students do not see a long-term career in the maritime 
industry as their ideal employment path.

Wróbel et al. (2022) provide one of the few longitudinal perspectives, using a 
repeated cross-sectional design to survey successive cohorts of navigation students at 
Gdynia Maritime University in Poland over several years to examine their attitudes, 
hopes, and concerns related to maritime careers. Notably, at entry, 57% of students 
expected to spend at least 10 years at sea, indicating generally long-term career inten-
tions. The study did not identify clear changes in these intentions over time, conclud-
ing that entrants’ career-related attitudes, hopes, and fears remained largely stable 
across cohorts.

In addition, some studies focus on broader aspects of career awareness and plan-
ning rather than directly measuring seafaring intentions. For instance, Özdemir’s 
(2024) results highlight a high degree of uncertainty among maritime students in 
Turkey regarding future career choices, but do not indicate whether they actually 
intend to pursue a seafaring career after graduation.

Taken together, these studies demonstrate that research on MET students’ sea-
faring intentions is fragmented and largely national in scope, with widely differing 
methods for measuring intentions. Moreover, demographic and programme-related 
characteristics are mainly reported descriptively, and rarely examined as predictors 
of intention. This underscores the need for exploratory cross-national research to sys-
tematically compare students’ career plans and seafaring intentions while considering 
individual and programme-level factors.

2.2  Cross-national studies addressing career plans or seafaring intentions

Cross-national comparative studies of MET students’ career plans or seafaring inten-
tions remain extremely limited. To our knowledge, this has only been addressed in 
one study to date, namely the study by Gundić et al. (2025) who examined students 
enrolled in nautical studies programmes across four European countries (Spain, Esto-
nia, Latvia, and Croatia). Their study aimed to assess the perceived attractiveness of 
the maritime profession and students’ future career plans, including their willingness 
to pursue long-term seafaring careers. Results indicated that students showed gener-
ally positive intentions toward a seafaring career, but their long-term professional 
plans were not necessarily tied to lifelong work at sea. Considering the answers of 
students from all countries, the mean intention to spend their active working life on 
board is 3.70 (SD = 1.04), indicating a moderately positive orientation. The mean 
for the intention to gain navigation experience and then transition to a shore-based 
career in the maritime industry was similar (M = 3.62, SD = 1.02). In contrast, the 
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intention not to navigate at all after graduation and to work exclusively ashore was 
considerably lower (M = 2.27, SD = 1.17), as was uncertainty regarding future career 
plans (M = 2.07, SD = 1.19). When comparing countries, Estonian students showed a 
stronger preference to spend their active career on board (M = 3.95, SD = 0.80) com-
pared to Croatian (M = 3.57, SD = 1.07) and Latvian students (M = 3.50, SD = 1.09), 
whereas other compared groups did not differ significantly. At the same time, Croa-
tian students report the highest mean for the intention to first gain sea-going experi-
ence and then move to shore-based maritime careers (M = 3.80, SD = 1.03). These 
findings suggest that, although students are attracted to seafaring careers—consis-
tent with previously identified motivations such as job stability, financial incentives, 
social status, and professional prestige—many view shipboard service primarily as 
an initial career phase rather than a lifelong occupation. This trend may indicate a 
potential long-term reduction in the active seafaring workforce.

Although this study provides valuable cross-national insights, it has several 
important limitations. First, it focuses exclusively on nautical programmes, leaving 
out other MET disciplines such as marine engineering or marine electrical engineer-
ing, which may have different patterns of career plans. Second, the study is restricted 
to European contexts and does not include any Asian countries, which are major 
suppliers of seafarers and where career plans may differ substantially. In addition, 
the results are based on Likert-scale agreement ratings rather than exclusive either–
or choices, meaning they reflect the strength of intentions rather than clear career 
choices. Finally, while the study reports differences in students’ willingness to pur-
sue a long-term seafaring career across countries, it does not systematically examine 
demographic or programme-related predictors of students’ intentions. Overall, the 
study by Gundić et al. (2025) illustrates both the potential and the limitations of cur-
rent cross-national research: it shows that national and educational context matters 
for students’ career plans, but highlights the need for broader, multi-programme, and 
intercontinental studies to understand which groups of MET students are more or less 
likely to pursue a seafaring career.

2.3  Present study

Given the gaps identified in the literature, the present study adopts an exploratory 
cross-national approach to investigate MET students’ career plans and seafaring 
intentions across different countries, and to explore the factors shaping these inten-
tions. More specifically, our study examines three sets of factors. First, country-level 
characteristics, reflecting the perceived attractiveness of the seafaring profession, 
such as employment opportunities indicated by fleet size and demand for officers, 
are likely to be positively associated with students’ intention to work at sea. Second, 
programme-related characteristics, including programme type, level, duration, and 
exposure to shipboard training, may shape students’ seafaring intentions, with longer 
or more academically oriented programmes potentially associated with lower inten-
tions to work at sea. Third, individual demographic characteristics, such as prior sea 
experience, age, and gender, are expected to shape students’ intentions by influencing 
perceptions of shipboard life, career stage considerations, and the impact of social 
and structural factors in the male-dominated maritime industry.
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While many of these variables have often been reported descriptively in previ-
ous studies, their role as predictors of seafaring intentions has rarely been exam-
ined, particularly in a cross-national context. Still, evidence from previous studies on 
related topics highlights their potential importance. For example, qualitative studies 
of cadets in the UK suggest that programme-related experiences, including exposure 
to shipboard life, may be linked to students’ decisions to pursue a seafaring career 
or transition to shore-based paths (Gekara 2009; Gould 2010). Similarly, studies of 
the experiences of female seafarers suggest that the challenges they face may shape 
career choices in a traditionally male-dominated industry (Barahona-Fuentes et al. 
2020; Lyu and Li 2024; Zhao et al. 2017). Further, age has been shown to influ-
ence career stage considerations and long-term commitment (Slišković et al. 2021; 
Šekularac-Ivošević and Ivošević 2025), and could therefore also have an impact on 
students’ intentions to pursue a seafaring career. Previous studies on the motiva-
tions of Croatian maritime students (Slišković et al. 2021) and Croatian seafarers 
(Slišković et al. 2022) indicate that sea experience can provide realistic insight into 
shipboard life, either reinforcing interest in seafaring or encouraging consideration of 
alternative shore-based careers.

2.4  Shipping industry and MET systems in the five countries under study

This study examines the career plans of maritime students and cadets enrolled in 
post-secondary MET programmes that prepare students for a seafaring career; 
namely nautical studies, marine engineering, and marine electrical engineering, 
which are designed to train and qualify participants for future service as ship officers. 
The research focuses on students from China, Greece, the United Kingdom, Croatia, 
and Montenegro, selected as study countries due to their diverse economic contexts, 
maritime traditions, and/or prominent roles in the global seafaring workforce. This 
section presents an overview of the shipping industry and MET systems in the five 
countries under study, establishing the context for interpreting students’ career plans.

China owns about 14.5% of the global fleet and is one of the world’s largest sup-
pliers of seafarers (UNCTAD 2025). In 2024, there were 970,094 registered Chinese 
seafarers (Maritime Safety Administration (MSA) 2025). China’s MET system con-
sists of 66 colleges and universities offering cadet training programmes. In 2024, 
the system enrolled 23,051 new cadets in nautical studies, marine engineering, and 
marine electrical engineering (Maritime Safety Administration (MSA) 2025). Typi-
cally, Chinese cadets need to complete two or three years of college-based study 
before finding an employer to complete their one-year sea service. Nevertheless, dur-
ing the college-based phase, cadets may undergo a short period of shipboard training, 
such as a one- or two-week sailing trip on a training ship.

Greek shipowners control 16.4% of the global fleet (UNCTAD 2025). In 2024, 
Greece had 26,232 registered seafarers (Amitsis 2025). Twelve public Merchant 
Marine Academies provide four-year officer training programmes. They provide 
modern and specialised knowledge through a system of alternating education con-
sisting of six semesters of theoretical training interspersed with two semesters of 
supervised practical training aboard ships. For the 2024–2025 academic year, a total 
of 1,851 students were admitted to the Merchant Marine Academies.
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The UK’s global fleet share is 2.4% (UNCTAD 2025). About 23,700 UK seafarers 
were active at sea in 2024 (UK Government 2025). There are 11 colleges and univer-
sities in the UK offering cadet training programmes, and mostly officers are trained 
via a four-year cadetship programme consisting of three phases of college study and 
two phases of sea service. The two sea service phases are integrated in the studies 
between the three college study phases. In 2024, 680 new cadets enrolled in the UK.

Croatia’s global fleet share is small and as such is not listed in the UNCTAD 
Review of Maritime Transport. Nevertheless, it has a notable maritime sector with 
22,362 seafarers in 2023 (Ministry of Maritime Affairs, Transport and Infrastructure 
of the Republic of Croatia 2024, unpublished official data). Maritime education is 
delivered by eight secondary schools, four universities, and over 20 training cen-
tres, offering STCW-compliant Bachelor’s and Master’s degrees in nautical studies, 
marine engineering, and marine electrical engineering. The three-year Bachelor’s 
programmes are primarily university-based. After completing their degree, graduates 
undertake the one-year sea service required for officer certification. In 2024, a total 
of 480 new Croatian MET students were enrolled.

Montenegro’s global fleet share is also small and is not listed in the UNCTAD 
Review of Maritime Transport. Its commercial shipping sector is limited, with 
approximately 15,500 registered seafarers and an estimated 6,500–7,000 active 
at sea (Ministry of Maritime Affairs 2025, unpublished official data, Decision no. 
08–037/25 − 22/2). The Faculty of Maritime Studies in Kotor provides undergradu-
ate programmes aligned with international standards, enrolling 159 students in 2024. 
These programmes have the same structure as Croatia’s.

Table 1 presents a comparative overview of demographic, economic, and maritime 
indicators across these countries, providing context for analysing students’ career plans.

3  Research methodology

3.1  Procedure

The study was approved by the Ethics Committee of the Department of Psychol-
ogy, University of Zadar, Croatia (class number 602-04/25-01/17, reference number 
2198-1-79-41-25-17). Data were collected through an online survey in five languages 
(English, Greek, Chinese, Croatian, Montenegrin) between 28 April and 12 July 
2025. Participation was voluntary, and respondents were anonymous. At the start of 
the survey, participants read an explanation of the study’s purpose, objectives, and 
procedures, and were asked for their informed consent.

3.2  Sample

Using a convenience sampling approach, the research team contacted MET insti-
tutions in China, Croatia, Montenegro, Greece and the UK to which the team had 
access and invited all students at these institutions who were currently enrolled in 
MET programmes leading to degrees in nautical studies, marine engineering, or 
marine electrical and electronic engineering to participate.
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In total, 2058 students responded to the survey. For the present study, we excluded 
responses that had missing values on the main variable of interest (i.e., students’ 
career plans) or on other variables examined in this study. In addition, we excluded 
responses that appeared non-serious. This left 1548 responses for the analysis. Table 2 
gives a description of the sample.

China Greece Croatia UK Montenegro
Country 
population

1.41 
billion

10.48 
million

3.87 
million

68.3 
million

623 525

GDP per 
capita in 
USD

12,614 21,654 17,771 52,622 12,660

Number of 
seafarers

970,094 26,232 22,362 23,700 6,500

Number 
of post-
secondary 
maritime 
education 
institutions

66 col-
leges 
and 
universi-
ties

11 
Merchant 
Marine 
Acad-
emies

3 mari-
time 
facul-
ties 
and 1 
mari-
time 
depart-
ment

4 main 
colleges 
and 
univer-
sities, 
plus 7 
smaller 
provid-
ers

1 public 
faculty and 
1 private

Post-
secondary 
MET pro-
grammes 
for 
seafarers’ 
education

Nautical 
studies, 
Marine 
engi-
neering, 
and 
Marine 
electrical 
engi-
neering, 
at three 
different 
levels: 
Bach-
elor’s 
degrees, 
Higher 
Educa-
tion Di-
plomas 
(HEDs), 
and Vo-
cational 
Educa-
tion Di-
plomas 
(VEDs)

Deck Of-
ficer pro-
gramme, 
and En-
gineering 
programme, 
lead-
ing to 
Merchant 
Marine 
Academy 
Diploma

Nauti-
cal 
studies, 
Marine 
engi-
neer-
ing, 
and 
Marine 
electri-
cal 
engi-
neer-
ing at 
under-
gradu-
ate 
(Bach-
elor’s) 
and 
gradu-
ate 
(Mas-
ter’s) 
levels

Nauti-
cal 
Science 
(levels: 
BSc/
FdSc/
HND); 
Marine 
Engi-
neering 
(levels: 
BEng/
FdEng/
HND); 
Marine 
Electri-
cal and 
Elec-
tronic 
Engi-
neering 
(levels: 
BEng/
HND)

Nautical 
Studies and 
Transporta-
tion,
Marine En-
gineering, 
and Marine 
Electrical 
Engineer-
ing (all at 
BSc level)

New 
enrolled 
students per 
year

23,051 1,851 480 680 159

Table 1  Background informa-
tion across selected countries 
(2024)
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3.3  Measures

Students’ intended career trajectory upon completing their current study pro-
gramme was measured using the question: “What is your most likely career plan 
after completing your current study programme?” Participants could select one of the 
following options: ”to work on board ships as a seafarer”; ”to work in the shipping 
industry in a shore-based position”; ”to work outside the shipping industry”; ”to con-
tinue education (e.g., next-level programme or programme in another field/topic)”; 
”staying at home with children/as a caregiver”; “I am not sure yet”; ”don’t know/
don’t want to say”; and “Other (please specify)”. Based on this, we created a binary 
variable “Intention to work at sea”, coded as “1” for those who selected the option 
"to work on board ships as a seafarer" and “0” otherwise.

In addition, respondents were asked about demographic characteristics and the 
study programmes they were enrolled in. Country was coded as a categorical variable. 
Gender was coded as a binary variable (0 = Man, 1 = Women). Age was measured as 
a continuous variable (in years). Sea Time (Employment) captured respondents’ 
previous employment-related time at sea, with answer categories 0 = None, 1 = Less 
than 1 month, 2 = 1–3 months, 3 = 4–6 months, 4 = 7–12 months, 5 = 1–2 years, 6 = 3–5 
years, 7 = 6–10 years, 8 = 11–15 years, and 9 = More than 15 years. Programme Type 
was coded as a categorical variable (1 = Nautical Studies, 2 = Marine Engineering, 
3 = Marine Electrical and Electronic Engineering). For the correlation and binary 
logistic regression analyses, Programme Type was recoded into a binary variable 
Nautical Studies (Nautical Studies = 1; and all other programmes = 0). Programme 
Level was coded with four categories (1 = Higher National Diploma, 2 = Foundation 
Degree in Science, 3 = Merchant Marine Academy Diploma, 4 = Bachelor). Based on 
the information about programme level, we subsequently created a binary variable 
reflecting academic vs. vocational education, where academic (coded 1) included 
Bachelor and Foundation Degree in Science, and non-academic or vocational (coded 
0) included Higher National Diploma and Merchant Marine Academy Diploma. 
Months in Programme reflected the duration of students’ enrolment in their cur-
rent programme, with answer categories 0 = Less than 12 months, 1 = 12–24 months, 
2 = 25–36 months, 3 = 37–48 months, and 4 = More than 48 months. Months at Sea 
(Programme) measured the cumulative time participants had spent at sea as part 
of their MET programme. This was treated as an ordinal variable, coded 0 = None, 
0.5 = Less than 1 month, 1 = 1 month, 2 = 2 months, etc., up to 15 = More than 12 
months.

3.4  Analysis

To address the first research question, we examined descriptive statistics of respon-
dents’ career plans after completing their current study programme, disaggregated by 
country (Table 3). The second research question was addressed using bivariate correla-
tions and binary logistic regression analyses. As the initial analyses revealed different 
patterns for China and the European countries, we present the correlations (Table 4) and 
the binary logistic regression analyses (Table 5) addressing the second research ques-
tion separately for each sample. The binary logistic regression analysis was conducted 
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Variable Category All China European countries
(Croatia, Montenegro, Greece, UK)

Number Percentage Num-
ber

Percentage Number Percentage

Country China 823 53.2 823 100.0 N/A
Croatia 197 12.7 N/A 197 27.2
Montenegro 69 4.5 N/A 69 9.5
Greece 360 23.3 N/A 360 49.7
UK 99 6.4 N/A 99 13.7

Gender Man 1365 88.2 775 94.2 590 81.4
Woman 183 11.8 48 5.8 135 18.6

Age 18–20 years 1023 66.1 620 75.3 403 55.6
21–25 years 476 30.7 190 23.1 286 39.4
26–30 years 49 3.2 13 1.6 36 5.0

Sea time 
(employ-
ment)

None 959 62.0 557 67.7 402 55.4
Up to 3 
months

90 5.8 36 4.4 54 7.4

4–6 months 234 15.1 60 7.3 174 24.0
7–12 
months

100 6.5 46 5.6 54 7.4

1–5 years 94 6.1 57 6.9 37 5.1
6 years or 
more

71 4.6 67 8.1 4 0.6

Pro-
gramme 
type

Nautical 
studies

995 64.3 438 53.2 557 76.8

Marine 
engineering

479 30.9 327 39.7 152 21.0

Marine 
electri-
cal and 
electronic 
engineering

74 4.8 58 7.0 16 2.2

Pro-
gramme 
level

Higher 
National 
Diploma

751 48.5 704 85.5 47 6.5

Foundation 
Degree in 
Science

23 1.5 0 0.0 23 3.2

Merchant 
Marine 
Academy 
Diploma

360 23.3 0 0.0 360 49.7

Bachelor 414 26.7 119 14.5 295 40.7

Table 2  Demographic and programme information of respondents
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Table 3  Students’ most likely career plans after completing their current study programme
China Croatia Montenegro Greece UK All
Number
(%)

Number
(%)

Number
(%)

Number
(%)

Number
(%)

Number
(%)

To work on board ships 
as a seafarer

488
(59.3)

139
(70.6)

53
(76.8)

291
(80.8)

82
(82.8)

1053
(68.0%)

To work in the shipping 
industry in a shore-based 
position

97
(11.8)

15
(7.6)

3
(4.3)

21
(5.8)

5
(5.1)

141
(9.1%

To work outside the ship-
ping industry

19
(2.3)

2
(1.0)

2
(2.9)

4
(1.1)

4
(4.0)

31
(2.0)

To continue educa-
tion (e.g., next-level 
programme or another 
field/topic)

74
(9.0)

22
(11.2)

8
(11.6)

16
(4.4)

5
(5.1)

125
(8.1)

Staying at home with 
children/as a caregiver

10
(1.2)

2
(1.0)

- 1
(0.3)

- 13
(0.8)

I am not sure yet 135
(16.4)

17
(8.6)

3
(4.3)

27
(7.5)

2
(2.0)

184
(11.9)

Other - - - - 1
(1.0)

1
(0.1)

Total 823
(100.0)

197
(100.0)

69
(100.0)

360
(100.0)

99
(100.0)

1548
(100.0)

Variable Category All China European countries
(Croatia, Montenegro, Greece, UK)

Number Percentage Num-
ber

Percentage Number Percentage

Months 
in pro-
gramme

Less than 
12 months

655 42.3 364 44.2 291 40.1

12–24 
months

465 30.0 270 32.8 195 26.9

25–36 
months

241 15.6 78 9.5 163 22.5

37–48 
months

89 5.7 45 5.5 44 6.1

More than 
48 months

98 6.3 66 8.0 32 4.4

Months 
at sea 
(pro-
gramme)

None 1082 69.9 717 87.1 365 50.3
Less than 1 
month

113 7.3 39 4.7 74 10.2

1–6 months 257 16.6 45 5.5 212 29.2
7–12 
months

66 4.3 9 1.1 57 7.9

More than 
12 months

30 1.9 13 1.6 17 2.3

Table 2  (continued) 
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with students’ intention to pursue a seafaring career (yes vs. no) as the dependent vari-
able. The independent demographic variables included gender (1 = woman), age (in 
years), and sea time (employment). Characteristics of the MET programme in which 
participants were enrolled included type of programme (nautical = 1), academic pro-
gramme (1 = yes), months in the programme, and months at sea (programme).

Table 4  Correlations
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8

1 Intention to 
work at sea

−0.14*** 0.05 0.12*** 0.09* −0.03 −0.09** −0.09*

2 Gender 
(1 = woman)

0.02 −0.05 −0.08* −0.01 −0.06 −0.07* −0.05

3 Age (in years) 0.01 −0.04 0.11* 0.00 0.04 0.28*** 0.28***
4 Sea time 

(employment)
0.09* 0.02 0.32*** −0.01 −0.06 0.03 0.16***

5 Programme: 
nautical (1 = yes)

0.02 0.20*** −0.10** −0.03 0.24*** −0.05 0.05

6 Programme: aca-
demic (1 = yes)

−0.09* −0.16*** 0.24*** −0.19*** −0.04 0.05 0.20***

7 Months in 
programme

−0.03 −0.02 0.54*** 0.37*** −0.04 0.14*** 0.16***

8 Months at sea 
(programme)

0.08* 0.03 0.31*** 0.67*** −0.06 −0.16*** 0.42***

Note: Correlations (Kendall’s tau-b), using listwise deletion. Results for the Chinese sample (n = 823) are 
shown above the diagonal, results for the European sample (n = 725) are below the diagonal
* p <.05
** p <.01
*** p <.001

Table 5  Logistic regression predicting students’ intention to pursue a seafaring career
China European countries

(Croatia, Montenegro, Greece, UK)
b SE Exp (b) b SE Exp (b)

Constant −1.92 1.18 0.15 0.10 1.04 1.11
Gender (1 = woman) −1.26*** 0.33 0.28 −0.05 0.25 0.96
Age (in years) 0.12* 0.06 1.13 0.07 0.05 1.07
Sea time (employment) 0.15*** 0.03 1.16 0.04 0.08 1.04
Programme: nautical (1 = yes) 0.46** 0.15 1.58 0.16 0.22 1.17
Programme: academic (1 = yes) −0.34 0.21 0.71 −0.36 0.20 0.70
Months in programme −0.19** 0.06 0.83 −0.16 0.10 0.85
Months at sea (programme) −0.11** 0.04 0.89 0.05 0.04 1.05
−2 Log Likelihood 1051.17 749.86
Model chi-square 61.14*** 15.42*
Nagelkerke’s R2 0.10 0.03
n 823 725
* p <.05
** p <.01
*** p <.001
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4  Results

The first research question concerned students’ career plans in different countries. 
The majority of students in all five countries reported that they intended to work at 
sea as seafarers (Table 3). However, there were notable differences between countries 
in the proportion of students who envisioned a career at sea, ranging from 59.3% in 
China to over 80% in Greece and the UK.

In addition, there were differences between countries in regard to other career 
plans. Plans to work in shore-based positions within the shipping industry were more 
common among Chinese students (11.8%) compared to European students, where 
this intention ranged between 4.3% in Montenegro and 7.6% in Croatia. Further-
more, the intention to continue education was higher in Croatia (11.2%) and Monte-
negro (11.6%) than in other countries. Finally, we noted considerable differences in 
regard to students’ uncertainty about their future career trajectory. Among the Chi-
nese participants, 16.4% reported that they were uncertain about their future career 
- a percentage that is considerably higher than in the European countries.

The second research question concerned predictors of students’ intention to pursue 
a seafaring career. Preliminary analyses conducted separately for each country indi-
cated substantially different patterns between China and the four European countries. 
Therefore, subsequent regression analyses were conducted separately for the Chinese 
and European subsamples.

Overall, the results showed that in the Chinese sample, almost all of the variables 
included in the model had a significant association with students’ intention to work 
at sea (Table 5). By contrast, in the European sample, although three variables had 
significant correlations with intention to work at sea (Table 4), none had a significant 
association with students’ intention to work at sea in the logistic regression (Table 5).

More specifically, the results showed that among Chinese participants, women were 
less likely to envision a career at sea for themselves, while gender had no significant 
association with intention to work at sea in the European sample. Age had a small positive 
effect in the Chinese sample, suggesting that older students were more likely to plan to 
work at sea, whereas there was no significant association in the European sample.

Further, we found that students’ prior work experience at sea had a positive cor-
relation with intention to work at sea in both samples (Table 4), but in the logistic 
regression (Table 5), the association became nonsignificant for the European sample.

Turning to MET programme characteristics, the results showed no significant 
association between the specialisation of the programme (i.e. nautical studies vs. 
other specialisations) and intention to work at sea for the European sample, while for 
the Chinese sample, we found a positive correlation (Table 4).

Comparing programmes with an academic emphasis and those with a vocational 
emphasis, the results showed no significant associations with students’ intention to 
work at sea in the Chinese sample. Among European participants, there was a small 
negative correlation (Table 4), but this became non-significant when controlling for 
other variables (Table 5).

Months spent in the programme and months at sea as part of the programme were 
negatively associated with students’ intention to work at sea in the Chinese sample, 
i.e. students at later stages in their studies or with longer sea training time as part 
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of their programme were less likely to intend a seafaring career. By contrast, in the 
European sample, the duration of the programme had no association with students’ 
plans to work at sea. However, shipboard training seemed to have the opposite effect 
in the European sample: students who reported longer shipboard training as part of 
their programme were more likely to plan a career at sea (Table 4); however, the 
effect became nonsignificant in the logistic regression analysis (Table 5).

5  Discussion

This study explored the career plans of maritime students across five countries (China, 
Greece, Croatia, Montenegro, and the United Kingdom) and examined demographic 
and programme factors associated with their intention to pursue a seafaring career. 
Overall, seafaring remains the dominant intended career path, but important cross-
country differences were observed, particularly between Chinese and European 
students. These findings contribute to the broader literature on maritime careers by 
suggesting that seafaring intentions reflect not only experiences during MET pro-
grammes, but also strategic career planning within the constraints and opportunities 
afforded by the national and industry context.

5.1  Career plans across countries

A substantial proportion of respondents in all five countries expressed an intention 
to work at sea, though prevalence varied from around 59% in China to over 80% in 
Greece and the UK. Several factors may explain these differences. First, they may 
reflect the relative attractiveness of seafaring jobs, including financial incentives and 
the availability of alternative land-based employment. Previous studies showed that 
high international earnings and limited shore-based opportunities strongly motivate 
Croatian and Montenegrin students to pursue seafaring careers (Slišković et al. 2021, 
2022; Melović et al. 2022). Similarly, the importance of the maritime industry e.g. in 
Greece and the UK may provide attractive opportunities. However, the fact that sea-
faring intentions are lower in the Chinese sample than in European samples indicates 
that the size of the industry, in itself, may not be the only factor that plays a role here.

Second, demographic and structural differences in the samples may play a role. The 
Chinese respondents in our sample were generally younger and less likely to have previ-
ous sea experience compared to their European counterparts. Indeed, additional analyses, 
replicating the analyses in Table 5 for respondents from all countries, with “not sure yet” 
as dependent variable, indicated that younger age and less seafaring experience was asso-
ciated with higher uncertainty about future career plans. Further, differences in drop-out 
rates between countries are relevant. In the UK, of 903 cadets recruited in 2011/12, only 
718 remained by the third year (Frazer-Nash Consultancy, 2017). In Montenegro, dropouts 
are often driven by the need to balance work, family, and studies, with many leaving for 
non-maritime employment (Šekularac-Ivošević and Ivošević 2025). In contrast, Chinese 
students rarely drop out, and even those who do not intend to work at sea often complete 
their studies to gain higher education qualifications, which may contribute to the variation 
in career plans among Chinese respondents in our study. We will return to the association 
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between the intention to work at sea and demographic and programme characteristics in 
the next section. Still, part of the explanation for differences in students’ plans may also 
lie in cross-national differences in the structure and orientation of maritime education pro-
grammes. In Greece and the United Kingdom, students were more commonly enrolled 
in professionally oriented and specialised maritime programmes designed to prepare 
graduates for immediate entry into seafaring positions. Correspondingly, the proportion of 
students intending to continue their education was the lowest in these two countries, sug-
gesting that these programmes are more directly aligned with seafaring career pathways. 
In contrast, in Croatia and Montenegro, students were more frequently enrolled in broader 
Bachelor-level programmes that provide more general academic qualifications and open 
up both seafaring and shore-based career options. Within such educational contexts, stu-
dents more often expressed intentions to continue their education, which may postpone 
entry into seafaring and reduce immediate intentions to work at sea (Lu et al. 2018).

Our findings align with the cross-national study by Gundić et al. (2025), which 
found generally positive attitudes toward seafaring but strong intentions to eventually 
transition to shore-based maritime careers. This suggests that while seafaring remains 
an attractive initial option, many students may view it as an early career phase facili-
tating professional experience and later shore-based opportunities. These patterns are 
relevant to ongoing concerns about seafarer shortages, highlighting that long-term 
retention may be less certain, especially for students planning further education or 
alternative maritime careers ashore.

5.2  Seafaring intention: The role of demographic and programme factors

In explaining students’ intentions to pursue a seafaring career, an interesting pattern 
emerged: the binary logistic regression analyses identified significant predictors in the 
Chinese sample, but not in the European sample. This finding suggests that students’ 
seafaring intentions may be shaped by different mechanisms across national contexts, and 
that individual and programme-related characteristics may play a more important role in 
shaping career plans in some educational and labour market environments than in oth-
ers. Although time at sea was not a significant predictor in Europe in the logistic regres-
sion, the correlational analysis showed a positive association with seafaring intentions, 
whereas in China the association was negative. This discrepancy may reflect differences 
in shipboard training and curriculum integration. European programmes, particularly in 
Greece and the UK, embed extended, structured sea service with strong employer links, 
reinforcing intentions to pursue a seafaring career among students in these countries. In 
contrast, Chinese cadets often have no experience at sea prior to the start of their univer-
sity/college-based training, and MET programmes include only brief initial shipboard 
exposure (a “reality check”), while formal sea training for their Certificate of Compe-
tency first takes place after the university/college-based training. Therefore, their brief 
experiences during the programme may shape perceptions and intentions by highlighting 
the gap between expectations and practical realities of working and living conditions 
on ships, which may contribute to reducing the attractiveness of a seafaring career and/
or increasing the uncertainty about career plans among Chinese students in our sample. 
These findings are consistent with earlier research suggesting that students’ experiences 
during maritime education, particularly exposure to shipboard life, play a critical role 
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in shaping career intentions, either reinforcing commitment to seafaring or encouraging 
alternative career plans (Frazer-Nash Consultancy 2017). The effect of programme spe-
cialisation was significant only for the Chinese sample, where nautical students displayed 
higher seafaring intention than engineering students. This may be because engineering 
students’ technical skills are more easily transferable to land-based industries, providing 
them with broader career options and potentially greater job stability.

Gender effects were another area of divergence between European and Chinese 
samples. While women represented a larger proportion of the European sample (albeit 
unevenly across countries), gender was not a significant predictor of seafaring intention 
in Europe, consistent with recent findings from Sweden, where no gender differences 
were observed in seafaring motivation among maritime students (Österman and Boström 
2025). In China, however, female respondents were significantly less likely to envision 
a seafaring career. This echoes prior research documenting the underrepresentation and 
retention challenges of women in the maritime sector in China, where social expectations 
and workplace barriers limit their participation. Maritime universities admit female stu-
dents largely as a symbolic gesture to demonstrate alignment with international standards, 
while at the same time reinforcing gendered expectations through differentiated courses 
and tuition fees (Zhao et al. 2017). Many shipping companies view female seafarers more 
as symbolic figures than as valued employees, which severely limits their career pros-
pects at sea and often redirects them toward employment in maritime authorities, ports, 
or shipping companies onshore (Lyu and Li 2024; see also Zhao et al. 2017). Thus, even 
if female students in the Chinese sample may in fact wish to pursue a seafaring career, 
they may be demotivated by company employment policies in practice. The absence of 
a gender effect in Europe may reflect more supportive institutional frameworks and/or 
evolving industry practices aimed at inclusivity. This is notable, given that earlier studies 
in other European countries (e.g. Spain: Barahona-Fuentes et al. 2020) suggest that barri-
ers remain, indicating considerable room for improvement in this area in Europe as well.

5.3  Practical implications

Taken together, our findings highlight the importance of national, institutional, and 
labour market contexts in shaping students’ seafaring intentions, and suggest that 
efforts to strengthen recruitment and retention may need to be tailored to specific 
educational and cultural environments.

Further, the findings highlight several aspects of maritime education and recruit-
ment that may deserve particular attention. Students are generally motivated and 
eager to explore a career at sea when they first enrol. However, they may encounter 
demotivating factors during the education and training process, such as poor work-
ing conditions, lack of support, and limited employment opportunities (Gekara 2009; 
Gould 2010). Therefore, it is important to identify and minimise these challenges. 
Our findings suggest that providing strong support during education and early sea 
experiences may be critical for sustaining students’ interest in seafaring careers. For 
instance, providing good conditions at sea is essential, as negative experiences during 
cadetship or early voyages may discourage continuation (Gould 2010). Cadets’ time 
on board should be accompanied by safe working environments, adequate welfare, 
and opportunities to acquire professional skills.
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Given that some students expressed uncertainty or alternative career intentions, 
early career guidance and realistic preparation for shipboard life can help students 
make informed decisions and reduce potential attrition from seafaring careers. This 
may be especially important in education programmes that have a broader orienta-
tion, such as those in China, where students may still be more uncertain about their 
future careers. Sea service remains essential for practical knowledge, but its impact 
varies: structured placements reinforce commitment, while unstructured or overly 
challenging experiences may deter students, highlighting the need for careful pro-
gramme design and oversight.

Finally, gender equality should be actively addressed in both companies’ employ-
ment policies and MET programmes to ensure that all students, regardless of gender, 
have equal opportunities to succeed and thrive in seafaring careers (Cars and Öster-
man 2015; Dragomir et al. 2018).

5.4  Limitations and future research

This study employed a convenience sampling approach, which may limit the generalis-
ability of the findings. In addition, this study explained a relatively small proportion of the 
variance in students’ career intentions, suggesting that additional, unmeasured individual 
(e.g. intrinsic motivation) and contextual factors (e.g. culturally shaped attitudes toward 
seafaring) may play important roles. Further, the impact of programme length, time at sea 
and (to some extent) age suggest that students’ career plans change in response to their 
experiences over time. To explore such developments, future studies should employ lon-
gitudinal panel designs that track the same individuals over time. This would also allow 
drawing stronger causal inferences than was possible with the cross-sectional design used 
in our study. Further studies should also explore programme-level differences, including 
how curricula, sea training quality, and industry partnerships shape career plans. Employ-
ing a more fine-grained approach to gender, for instance in connection with a qualitative 
interview study, would also enable more nuanced insights into the career intentions and 
experiences of students with diverse gender identities. Alternative approaches to measur-
ing career intentions, such as Likert-type or multidimensional measures, could further 
capture varying levels of commitment, uncertainty, and preferences for different career 
pathways within and outside the maritime sector.

Comparing the Chinese sample with the European samples, we found marked differ-
ences in the pattern of predictors for students’ seafaring intention. It is possible that the 
larger size and variability in the Chinese sample increased the chance of detecting sig-
nificant associations with demographic and programme-related predictors. Hence, future 
studies, ideally with larger sample sizes, would be desirable. In addition, comparative 
qualitative research, particularly focusing on students’ lived experiences during sea ser-
vice, could shed light on the contrasting effects observed between countries.

5.5  Conclusions

This study provides the first comparative evidence on maritime students’ seafaring 
intentions across China, Croatia, Montenegro, Greece, and the United Kingdom. 
Considerable differences in career plans were observed between Chinese and Euro-



1 3

A. Slišković et al.

pean students. Significant predictors of seafaring intention, including gender, age, 
sea experience, and programme characteristics, were identified in China but not in 
Europe, underlining the value of comparative research.

Our findings also highlight the role of demotivational factors during education and the 
need for ongoing improvements in MET programmes and working conditions to attract 
and retain future seafarers. Taken together, these results suggest that while seafaring 
remains a popular initial career option, maritime career pathways are dynamic, and long-
term retention requires attention to educational, institutional, and industry-level factors.
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