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                             Complacency as Element of Maritime Accidents 
 
 

Summary 
 
 The concept of Complacency as one of the factors leading to maritime casualties is 
defined and analysed in this paper. In that sense, this is an attempt to clearly define and 
contribute to a complete definition of human error, which is the main cause of most recent 
maritime casualties, by the meaning and  determination of the influential area of the concept 
mentioned above. The influential area comprises the domains of external and internal 
communications, style of ship managing, influence of personal attitudes as well as influence 
of contemporary technology applied to ships. Not only does the paper attempt to determine 
the influence of the concept but it also offers possibilities of avoiding such an influence. 
 

  Introduction 
 

 Shipping and maritime navigation of the 20th and 21st centuries are burdened by lots of 
contradictions related to technological, economic and organisational development. These 
contradictions become apparent through an insight into maritime accidents recorded in the last 
and early this century.  

 
 Modern ship systems are technologically advanced and extraordinarily reliable. 

Nevertheless, maritime accidents are still very common. It is possible that the reason lies in 
the fact that modern ship technology and system reliability on board make a relatively small 
part in the ship’s safety.  

 
 Safety on board modern ship with all the technical and technological improvements is 

not satisfactory since 75 -96 % of maritime accidents include crew’s error (Rothblum 2000: 
1). More precisely, in 93 % of the cases multiplied errors made by two or more crewmembers 
led to maritime accidents and the errors done have been assessed as condition sine qua non 
from the aspect of the consequences (Rothblum, ibid.). However, if the errors made by 
crewmembers are divided into management errors and operational errors, then 71 % of them 
are management errors (DNV 1990: 7).   

 
 The reasons of maritime accidents can partly be explained by the influence of the 

notion of Complacency as a specially influential socio-psychological factor that will be 
discussed in detail in the following chapters. 
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1.  Influence and definition of Complacency 
 
Inappropriate communication and poor cooperative relationships both on board ship and in 
the relation ship – external factors, represent one of the basic causes of Complacency that is 
reflected in inadequate decisions and inefficient action. 
 
The genesis of the notion is rooted not only in the model of ship's organisation and 
management style but also in an interactive relation of the ship to external factors. 
 
In that sense, one marked area of significant manifestation of the notion of Complacency is 
ship's organisation as an independent unit while the other area is in interaction with the 
organisation of the company on shore. From the analysis of different maritime accidents the 
following autonomous and interactive negative influences of the above mentioned notion 
have been noted: 
- The negative influence of the Shipping Company (Management) expressed through 
the dominant communication company – ship in which process the crew meet the interests of 
the Company against their own beliefs and attitudes which are eventually lost, or become 
passive and transform into submissive attitudes – Management Complacency. 
 
- The negative influence of leadership expressed through domination in which case the 
crew meets the requirements of the authority suppressing personal attitudes and beliefs – 
Leadership Complacency. 
 
- The negative influence of the acquired feeling of superiority and personal significance 
to the change of personal, previously positive attitudes – Self-Induced Complacency 
 
 
The application of the notion of Complacency is based on the experiences from the aircraft 
industry where it was first used in the late sixties to explain the occurrence of aircraft 
accidents. In the analysis of maritime accidents made up to date the word or concept 
mentioned above has been sporadically used without a clear meaning or cause-and-effect 
relationship.  
 
The English word Complacency marks the above mentioned influences such as self-
sufficiency or self-satisfaction. In a wider sense, it means too much self-confidence or 
egoistic pleasure. Thus, some authors (e.g. Fahlgren) translate the word by the consecutive 
form of its basic meaning as lack of motivation, lack of discipline, lack of concentration, or 
feeling that somebody and/or something else will take care of the problems on board. 
 
The word Complacency derives from the Latin word complaceo, 2. cui, citus sum that means 
to be liked, to gain favour, to find favour with, and as regards the form of the word it 
resembles another English word, compliance, that means consent, indulgence, satisfying or 
pleasing.  It is interesting that the true sense of the English word complacency can be even 
better explained by the Italian word compiacere that derives from the same Latin root 
meaning be helpful and indulgent.  
 
From the psychological point of view the meaning of the notion of Complacency represents a 
process of gradual change of attitudes that transforms a «good» seaman into a «bad» seaman. 
In this connection, the change of attitudes is caused by the influence of hierarchical authority 
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and subordinating influence of the Company (Management). In that sense, the change into 
inhibition begins as a spontaneous reaction to bad communication or unpleasant environment 
(hierarchical relations) within which the individual(s) can feel insignificant. Such a reaction is 
visible after a longer period (several years) from the way such a person/persons adapt to the 
circumstanmces. The way of adaptation can be seen through gradual change of personal 
attitudes that finally results in unconscious refusal of existing knowledge and skills. 
 
Therefore, Complacency applied to the tasks and procedures performed by seamen on board 
refers to the modified mental state in which the seamen’s behaviour derives from 
unconsciously formed attitudes as the result of adaptation in the conditions of bad 
communication and unpleasant environment. 
This phenomenon is explained by Wiener (Fahlgren, 2000: 74) as follows: 
 
“Complacency can strike any person in any occupation, where a person feels his skill, 
knowledge and his experience are called into question by superiors. And the result will most 
likely be changed attitudes caused by gradually hampered creativity.”  
 
 
 Management Complacency 
 
Management Complacency occurs in the conditions of bad communication between the ship’s 
crew and the Management (Shipping Company). This communication between the Shipping 
Company (Management) and crew emphasizes the dominating role of the Management and, 
as for information exchange this form of communication corresponds to a bad relationship 
between parent and child. In such relationships the crew feels criticized, controlled, 
insignificant, not given a hearing by the Management, with constant feeling of possible 
repression and shows signs of intimidation. 
 
Consequently, active knowledge, creativity and motivation are gradually suppressed. The 
crew still potentially has knowledge, creativity and motivation, but they are not stimulated to 
use them (inhibition). Eventually, due to disregarding personal opinions of crewmembers 
about safety or other essential elements regarding managing and maintaining the ship, 
transformation occurs in which individuals become persons who no longer provide feedback 
information and whose interest for active participation in the exchange of any kind of 
information weakens and finally disappears. Moreover, passiveness in the sense of 
information exchange leads to the situation that certain members of the crew on board ship 
stop asking for information from their colleagues as well. The final result of such a process is 
suppression of one’s own knowledge into the domain of non-usage and atrophy of possible 
potentials. 
 
In such a state of inhibition individuals unconsciously, in compliance with newly formed 
attitudes, stop using potential knowledge and experiential resources. Passivization of 
knowledge, creativity and motivation is in fact activation of the notion of Management 
Complacency. 
 
 This view is supported by the examples of not reducing the ship’s speed in order to maintain 
the ETA which were incompatible with weather and traffic conditions and in certain cases 
with technical conditions (e.g. Titanic, Estonia, Herald of Free Enterprise, Norwegian 
Dream) but which came out of the urge to please the Company, i.e. out of the influence of 
Management on the Master and the Officers. 
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 Leadership Complacency 
 
In the context of uncritical management style the notion refers to bad communication 
between the Master and the crew. In that sense, the Master with his behaviour, formed 
eventually into attitude, can unconsciously create an atmosphere in which the crew feel tense 
and uncomfortable. In this connection, the way of communication by intonation, body 
language and direct message can all together create a negative atmosphere. Besides, the  
attitude towards the crew can be dominant, intolerant and repressive. In such a relationship 
the crew feels criticized and unimportant and intimidated. In such a climate the crew no 
longer support the Master by their knowledge and experience; what is more, their knowledge 
and experience are suppressed in circumstances arisen from the Master’s wrong decisions or 
omissions. Relations built in this manner can extend so far that a crewmember, for instance, 
follows the Master’s mistaken action with pleasure without undertaking anything at all.     
 
In such and similar circumstances the positive feedback relation between the Master’s actions 
and the reactions of the crew is irreversibly lost. Therefore, the Master with his behaviour 
unconsciously provokes a negative reaction exactly in the moments when the safety of the 
ship is most critical, and these are decisions and actions taken by the Master in case of 
emergency. They can be wrong but even if noticed by the crewmembers they can nevertheless 
remain tacit about them. Those are the circumstances of uncritical urge to please the leader – 
Leadership Complacency – in which case the style and way of management unconsciously 
open possibilities for creating negative – passive attitudes of the other members of the crew.  
In this connection, the uncritical management style is created unconsciously by the authority 
and the resulting communication circumstances are counter-productive exactly in the relation 
to the authority responsible for the condition and safety of the ship. 
 
This can be traced in the analysis of maritime accidents, in the majority of which the 
respective crew acted exclusively according to the Master’s decisions even on the occasions 
which pointed to the danger and the urge of taking action or measures contrary to those taken 
by the Master. The tankers Torrey Canyon, Amoco Cadiz and Erica are clear examples of the 
effect of uncritical management style. Another proof of what has been discussed above is 
disorganisation in case of the Master’s failure at the commanding and organisational levels 
(e.g. Oceanos) when the panic-stricken crew started abandoning ship due to the lack of 
information and direct commands leaving the passengers to their destiny. Thus, the habit of 
submissiveness and compliance with the decisions and commands in a case in which they 
lacked, gave rise to confused reactions leading finally to the only remaining strong point, i.e. 
the instinctive need for one's own survival. Such cases confirm the weakness of vertical 
unification as organisational model that most of all facilitates becoming dependant on 
authority – Leadership Complacency and brings to disastrous consequences in cases of wrong 
decisions and authority failure. 
 
 Self-Induced Complacency  
 
Position-taking and promotion in officer’s profession to the Chief Officer and later to the 
Master or Chief Engineer, brings along with the responsibilities a certain significance and 
respect within the Company with which the individual has realised his status. The 
development of an individual in that sense is followed by certain habits and attitudes that 
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often reflect personnel and development policy of the Company whose conditions and 
requirements must be satisfied by seamen in order to be promoted. 
 
Depending on the personnel policy those who aspire to certain officer or managerial posts, 
especially those of the Master or Chief Engineer, must prove themselves in the eyes of the 
Company by long years of faultless satisfying the requirements not only of the Company but 
also of the maritime profession. However, sometimes the expectations that individuals have in 
that sense are not fulfilled, or at least they are not fulfilled in the way they wish them to be. 
 
For example, a Chief Officer who satisfies all the requirements to become the ship’s Master is 
not promoted even after many years of irreproachable career while his colleagues with the 
same qualifications have already been filling such a post for some time. In that sense, there 
are two possible ways of reaction. A mature and realistic Chief Officer will carry on doing his 
best and applying his knowledge and experience in a professional way. A less mature and less 
realistic Chief Officer will start behaving contrary to what would be expected from his 
knowledge and skills and will not maximize his efforts as regards the safety of navigation. 
Such a reaction is a form of protest against the non-appreciation of his skills, knowledge and 
experience. Adopting such a dangerous form of behaviour he unconsciously satisfies his 
vanity and compensates his unrealised ambition in a wrong way. Such a form of behaviour is 
qualified as self-satisfaction. In this sense, the individual himself will not notice a kind of 
behaviour different from the previously mentioned, but a neutral observer can objectively 
assess the change through reduced discipline, lack of motivation and concentration or even 
carelessness and sloppiness. 
 
Similar things can happen with the Master who regresses to the duty of Chief Officer due to 
changing the Company of employment or for any other reason. The feeling of degradation 
that in such circumstances can appear with certain individuals, will also affect their behaviour 
that will not remain at the level that corresponds to the potential knowledge and experience. 
Frustration due to position can bring about reduced motivation for cooperation and expressing 
knowledge as well as malicious feeling that a superior reaches wrong decisions or acts 
incorrectly in certain cases. Passiveness in regard to possible corrective action in such 
situations is also a form of unconscious satisfying one’s vanity, and immature behaviour that 
is qualified as Self-Induced Complacency. 
 
2.  Basic prerequisites of the influence of Complacency  
 
The above mentioned negative influences of Complacency are based on the model of 
functional organisation of the shipping company structure. Such a model has universal 
organisation structure with prescribed tasks and work behaviour, centralised control and 
commanding chain with marked hierarchy. The aim and purpose of such principles are to 
ensure efficiency and successfulness through the adaptation of persons to the mechanistic 
model of behaviour and carrying out duties. Such organisational characteristics support 
bureaucratic relations and influence insufficient motivation, communication and cooperation 
among officers. In such circumstances the managing team (Master, Chief Officer and Chief 
Engineer) consider the problem areas on board from separate professional aspects, they do not 
make mutual arrangements nor do they involve other officers in the consideration of specific 
problems.  It is this kind of relations that leads to job dissatisfaction, superficial interactions 
of the employees, and finally to human error caused by Complacency Syndrome.  
 

 



 6

            

 

                                Figure 1. Functional Organisation                              

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                               Source: Human Resources Management – IMO 1992., Part D, page. 28 
 
 
From the aspect of Company’s business operations, Complacency is reflected in five essential 
areas through which  it can suffer losses, and they are: 
 
1.  Risk of maritime accident due to bad relationship Ship - Company 
2. Risk of on-the-job accident involving crewmembers, due to  the crew’s discontent 
3. Risk of damage of the ship and her cargo due to bad work organisation 
4. Risk of environment pollution due to the commercial requirements of ship exploitation 
 that are presupposed to the technical conditions of the ship and safety  
5. Higher insurance policy due to the realisation of the risks mentioned above. 
  
Risk of maritime accident due to bad relationship Ship – Company occurs mostly with 
functionally organised shipping companies. In these companies the head of each 
organisational unit that are linearly interconnected is in direct contact with the ship and tends 
to take precedence over the others. In this connection, there is a tendency to influence the 
Master or Chief Engineer in order to serve the interests of different organisational units that 
have not mutually established an order of priority and coordination, e.g. the relation among 
commercial, staffing and technical organisational units in which each unit tends to take 
priority and justify its purpose and activities. Consequently, the managing team on board, the 
Master and Chief Engineer, lose motivation and indulge to the Company decisions that are 
dominant in a certain situation, and these are usually the decisions ensuring profit to the 
Company. In such an organisational environment conditions for the occurrence of 
Management Complacency arise. An example of accident that resulted from such 
organisational conditions in which priority was given to the commercial exploitation of the 
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ship instead to her technical safety is the case of Herald of Free Enterprise in 1987. The result 
of accident analysis found a total loss of motivation of the crew and surrendering to the 
decisions of the Company. The root of such relations with disastrous consequences appears in 
the times of the passenger ship Titanic. The Master with long years of experience succumbed 
to the profit interests of the Company that was trying to win the Blue Ribbon prize for the 
fastest ship and suggested to the Master unsafe navigation in high latitudes in spite of existing 
and well-known risks of hitting an iceberg. 
 
Risk of on-the-job accident due to the crew’s discontent is the result of bad internal or 
autonomous relations on board ship due to the presence of hierarchical authority conditioned 
by the functional structure of ship organisation. In such circumstances the Master is “longa 
manus” of the Company management and requires unquestioning carrying out of tasks and 
duties by the officers and crew, even in cases when the tasks planned go beyond the safe work 
frames Leadership Complacency. This refers in the first place to lengthening working hours 
significantly beyond the permitted and neglecting safety measures. Consequently, besides 
tiredness and fatigue there appears the feeling of discontent and revolt, the crew is 
disintegrated into groups of discontented while ordinary workplace atmosphere is lost. The 
result is an unfavourable organisational climate causing inattention and superficial approach 
to tasks, and consequently, high possibility of different forms of on-the-job accidents. For 
example, in routine abandon ship exercises the largest number of accidents occur when 
lowering the life-boats and are caused by the lack of practice as well as tiredness and fatigue 
of crewmembers due to everyday activities. 
 
Risk of damage of the ship and her cargo due to bad work organisation  results from the above 
emphasised organisational components. However, another possibility, i.e. affirmation of 
inexperienced staff on managerial functions and bypassing of the existing experienced staff 
expecting to be promoted to higher-rank and more responsible duties. That is how Self-
Induced Complacency arises. Thus, the experienced staff on board as well as in the Company 
loses interest for better job performances not only from the aspect of the Shipping Company 
on shore but also from that of work organisation on board. Mistakes made by the superiors are 
considered indifferently and the individuals are not warned of them directly in order to 
prevent the consequences but there is a tendency to emphasise them only after the occurrence 
of the damage of the ship and/or her cargo, i.e. only after the accident has already happened. 
Thus, a double damage occurs with the Company due to non-realisation of strategic aims of 
development and business while a direct damage occurs on board due to bad operative 
functioning of the crew caused by organisational omissions. The application of team work on 
board in such organisational conditions cannot come to life because of bad organisational 
habits of domination and subordination of the superiors as well as due to undeveloped 
initiative of the officers and the rest of the crew. 
 
Risk of environment pollution due to the commercial requirements of ship exploitation  that 
are presupposed to the technical conditions of the ship and safety results from commonly 
found inability of the Master to realise coordinated communication with the organisational 
units of the staffing, commercial and technical sections. For better communication between 
the Master and each organisational unit there is a coordinator or fleet manager. However, the 
post of the coordinator did not have any major authority so that the direct relations between 
the Master and the heads of each organisational unit respectively remained. In this 
connection, there were cases in which the commercial section ensured the job for the ship that 
could not satisfy the intended exploitation demands from the technical and safety aspects. In 
that instant the technical section, due to its linear connection with the commercial section, 
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cannot oppose or stop the intended ship business.  The Master who can oppose it from the 
aspect of the ISM Code, however, due to his subordinate position in relation to the 
functionally organised Company, will most often risk to accept the business proposal of the 
commercial section as otherwise he will not be considered loyal or even competent for the 
Company fleet. Thus, in cases like these there is a combination of marked Management 
Complacency in the relation Master – Company and Leadership Complacency in the relation 
Master –Crew, and it can be said that in practice it is most commonly found.  One of the 
examples noted is the accident of the tanker Erica that happened on December 12, 1999.  The 
ship’s Master accepted the load of 30 844 t of oil although he knew and had to know that the 
hull could not meet the safety requirements. Namely, on the inspection in November 1999, 
i.e. a month before the accident happened, the tanks were found to be in bad condition due to 
corrosion and this had to be corrected within January 2000. So, in a short period the hull and 
tanks had to be repaired, but the Management set the ship on another, i.e. her last voyage in 
order to avoid off-work period. The Master who could have opposed it on the basis of the 
ISM Code and with regard to the ship’s condition, did not do it. He was trying to protect the 
interests of the Company better than prevent the environment pollution since he tried to exert 
negative influence on the officers who warned him of the hull breakage while there was still 
enough time to restrict the consequences of the accident. In that sense, Leadership 
Complacency effect is revealed since all the officers succumbed to the Master’s will although 
they knew that his decisions would work against safety and environment protection. Thus, 
this is a clear example of the strong influence of Management Complacency combined with 
Leadership Complacency that in this case resulted in the pollution of Biscay Bay due to the 
26000 t of oil that flowed out of the tanker. 
 
 Higher insurance policy due to the realisation of the risks mentioned above are consequences 
of bad organisational measures and realisation of the Complacency Syndrome. Once 
established organisational omissions, bad communication and operative inefficiency put the 
Shipping Company in the focus of disbelief by the insurance that also means significantly 
higher insurance policies due to the established risks of the business. This is especially 
followed by the disbelief from the   business partners and shareholders who can additionally 
reduce the business possibilities of the Company. 
 
3.  Measures of protection from the influence of Complacency  
 
The introduction of ISO 9000 quality standards into shipping organisations on shore and that 
of the ISM Code on board ships are not efficient measures in themselves to prevent the 
Complacency Syndrome. 
 
Efficient avoiding of the influence is possible to achieve by reorganising functionally 
organised companies in order to obtain matrix organisational structure. In this way some 
modern shipping companies are organised  with a very complex scheme since some of them 
make only a part of a larger group, i.e. company. For example, matrix structure of such an 
organisation requires more staff with several different roles and a wider range of 
responsibilities. 
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Figure 2. Matrix Organisation 
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                Source: Human Resource Management – IMO 1992. Part D, p..29  
 

 
 
 
Matrix organisational structure is rarely found and it has been developed due to the size of the 
fleet and technological variety of the ships within certain companies as well as to reduce  and 
have better control of expenses. The basic difference with regard to the functional structure is 
in decentralised management that led to greater motivation and initiative by the Master, Chief 
Engineer and the officers on board. The reason is that in decision-making they take into 
consideration the demands and measures of the ship and the sections on shore, i.e. the ship’s 
demands become equal to the demands of the office on shore, and this is the essence of 
returning authority back on board.  Decentralised decision-making has led to the need of 
forming the fleet management and establishing the function of the project manager.  Within 
each fleet (x, y, z) there was established the function of project leader as representative of the 
Company’s interests and coordinator of the activities performed by the functional sections of 
the Company in relation to the ship. The basic function of the project manager in the relation 
Company – Ship is building balance between ship’s demands and functional sections of the 
Company that in order to satisfy the interests of the whole, i.e. profit, are prone to neglect the 
interests of individual ship. Besides solving interest conflicts between the whole fleet and a 
single ship, the project leader closely cooperates with the managerial team on board, i.e. with 
the Master, Chief Engineer and Chief Officer. In that sense, there appears the integration of 
interests of the ship and the fleet as well as disburdening of individual functional sections 
from everyday routine tasks  and concentrating on closer examination of each problem.  Also, 
the managerial team on board  together with the other officers (Second Officer and Third 
Officer) and engineers (Second Engineer and Third Engineer) develop new relations as 
regards mutual advising and planning the ship’s maintenance (docking) as well as possible 
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tasks that can be that can be performed even in the course of navigation.  This kind of 
relations both within ship’s organisation and between ship’s organisation and the Company 
act preventively to the possibility of Complacency Syndrome development. Finally, although 
the matrix form of organisation retains the components of hierarchy, it weakens the 
subjectivity of individual functional departments exposing the responsibility of experts and 
objectifying information coming from two sources including ship itself. In such relations even 
the negative characteristics resulting from the fluctuation of professional staff  could be 
reduced since the ship’s managerial team together with the other officers could take a long-
term view of its role and prospects with the company on the basis of individual and 
professional values without dependence on the functional departments of the Company. 
 
On the basis of matrix organisation it is possible to develop even the conditions for team work 
as a modern organisational form of functioning and work of the Master, Chief Engineer and 
other Deck Officers and Engineers. From the aspect of reducing the possibilities of 
Complacency Syndrome occurrence  this kind of organisational structure allows prior 
arrangements, more alternatives and possibilities of initiative that result from everyday 
relations based on joint work as well as better coordination and interactive connection of the 
Master, Chief Officer and Chief Engineer. With regard to the functional organisation the work 
of the ship’s managerial team composed of the Master, Chief Officer and Chief Engineer as 
hierarchical exponents of authority on board can be distinguished from possible team work in 
the conditions of matrix organisation in companies. The team work on board in the conditions 
of matrix organisation in companies is a more progressive and professional form of 
cooperation because it makes possible the disappearance of the hierarchical component of the 
three-man managerial team. The team is still headed by the Master with his specific 
management style as participating and supporting leader who can enact the requirements of 
the ISM Code without the negative influence of the Company while the other Deck Officers, 
Chief Engineer and the other Engineers accept his leadership and contribute to the Master’s 
efficient decision-making with their personal participation in searching for the best solutions. 
This is the way to ensure conditions of free communication and to completely eliminate the 
influence of Leadership Complacency. However, the danger of switching from hierarchical to 
democratic management style lies in the time necessary for the team to mature. 
 
 Conclusion 
Company owners and shareholders represent a strategic group of individuals who have their 
money invested in the Company and are therefore interested in all the elements of 
organisation efficiency – achieving goals, using potentials and internal processes. 
Consequently, the attitudes of the owners and shareholders also represent an efficiency 
criterion for the Company, i.e. its organisational structure. Precisely the owners’ and 
shareholders’ being well-informed about the efficiency of organisational structure from the 
aspect of Complacency Syndrome is an essential component of the quality of organisational 
changes and all this aims at efficient running of Company’s business. On the basis of the 
proposed organisation changes according to matrix organisation structure the influence of 
Complacency Syndrome can be significantly reduced and eventually it can be completely 
eliminated by the introduction of team work on board in conditions of matrix organisation 
structure in the companies. This introduces a new quality of work and business done by the 
shipping companies since the influence of human error based in many aspects on 
Complacency Syndrome is largely reduced. The approach to business through reorganisation 
aiming at reducing human error by way of Complacency Syndrome elimination offers greater 
possibilities to stakeholder audits in the assessment of interests of all the parties interested in 
the Company’s business and reconciliation of possible opponent attitudes.    
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