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INTRODUCTION
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METHODS

.

Procedure & sample:
9 Alaskan commercial salmon fishermen

78% male
Average age 59 years
Average tenure 33 years
22% fish alone
Crew size 0–4
Gear types: seine, gillnet, setnet, troll
Boat sizes: 4.5m–17m 

Commercial fishing is dangerous, demanding, physically and psychologically stressful work. Fishermen combat 
isolation, confinement, boredom, monotony, social frictions, long-hours, arduous work, sleep deprivation and 
financial difficulties (Pollnac et al., 2011). Yet, regardless, fishermen keep fishing. Why? Undoubtedly, fishermen 
employ psychological defence mechanisms to minimize threats (Pollnac & Poggie, 2008) such as denial or 
compartmentalizing. A better understanding of such severe conditions encountered, how fishermen adapt to them 
and the effect they have on wellbeing is important in order to improve resources or policies for fishermen. 

We explored stressors (i.e., stimulus that causes stress), coping mechanisms (i.e., how people deal with stressors) 
and salutogenesis (i.e., positive, health-promoting experiences; Antonovsky, 1979) among a sample commercial 
fishermen who fish Alaskan waters. By studying the challenges and the positive aspects of fishing, we contribute 
to research on how individuals manage sustainably the hardships of working at sea. 

Experiences were divided into the stressors, coping mechanisms and salutogenic experiences reported. Whereas 
physical and psychological stressors such as confinement, isolation and environment clearly have a negative impact 
on fishermen’s wellbeing, the use of coping mechanisms and salutogenesis has a positive effect.

Focusing on how fishermen perceive and respond to the isolated, confined and extreme environments contributes 
to understanding how people perform in extreme environments. There are beneficial, healthy and sustainable ways 
to psychologically manage dangerous work conditions; namely coping mechanisms, appreciation, reappraisal and 
employing a salutogenic outlook. Insights give a realistic description of fishing and suggestions for fishermen to 
cope with the difficulties of their job in a sustainable manner. A more nuanced understanding of the experiences 
and challenges that fishermen face can improve psychological capital necessary for a sustainable fishery.

Measures:
• Semi- structured interviews. Sample questions:
• How do you experience?:

• Long periods of socialization/isolation
• Fishing/working/living conditions
• Weather/environmental conditions

Analysis:
Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis (Smith & Osborn, 2003)
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RESULTS

Stressor Coping Mechanism Salutogenesis

No Space
Little comfort/spartan

Internal communication
Coordinate/organize

Escapism

Simplicity
Freedom

No privacy
Escapism

Self-monitoring
Complacency 

Connection
Camaraderie

Go to shore
Rapport/Camaraderie

Joy of isolation
Awe/grandeur

Loneliness
Boredom/monotony

External communication
Self-entertain

Socialize (on shore)

Intense friendships
Grandeur
Simplicity

Reverence/ecclesiastical
Joy of isolation

Foul weather
Danger 

Arduous / long hours
Physical discomfort

Normalize/minimize dangers 
Reappraisal
Compensate

Stretch/exercises

Awe/grandeur
Reverence/ecclesiastical

Freedom

Foul weather
Fatigue / lack of sleep
Circadian disruptions

Compartmentalize
Reappraisal

Camaraderie/solidarity
Reverence/ecclesiastical

Freedom 
Gratitude

Confined-Physical

Confined-Psychological

Isolation-Physical

Isolation-Psychological

Environmental-Physical

Environmental-Psychological

CONCLUSIONS


