
1. Introduction

The safety of maritime operations is controlled in multiple
ways and the amount of maritime safety regulation is exten-
sive. New regulations are proposed and developed continu-
ously. However, it is important to take into account the
effective output of maritime safety policy instruments in rela-
tion to the efforts applied. The worst-case scenario would be
a situation where the shipping industry is hindered by exces-
sive rules and bureaucracy, which only have minor real impact
on the issues that they are trying to change.  

This paper is a qualitative case study of the International
Safety Management (ISM) Code as part of the maritime safety
policy system. The case study focuses on Finnish shipping
companies. The ISM Code was chosen for a deeper analysis
because of its purpose to pay wider attention to maritime
safety management and culture in the maritime industry in-
stead of just being set of regulations on technical details. When
the ISM Code was implemented in the 1990s, it presented a
new kind of approach to maritime safety regulation by putting
the focus on human factors and safety culture. 

The evaluation is done by 1) presenting the qualitative cri-
teria for effective maritime safety policy instruments and 2)
evaluating the ISM Code in the light of those criteria first by
looking at previous studies on the ISM Code and secondly on
the basis of the interview study that was carried out on Finnish
shipping companies. 

2. Evaluation of the effectiveness of the ISM Code

2.1. Introduction to the evaluation criteria

Kuronen & Tapaninen (2010) have presented the qualitative
criteria for effective maritime safety policy instruments. Ef-
fectiveness of a policy instrument requires that it must have a
positive impact on the matters, which it is trying to change,
and that it is not in conflict with the general aims of maritime
safety policy and other marine policy. The amount of effort
expended in achieving results must be in proportion with the
benefits gained. Policy analysis should be based on the analysis
of the uses and on the identification and understanding of the
demands of the instruments. In addition, potential conflicts
and their resolutions should be included into policy analysis
(Greiner et al. 2000). 

Kuronen & Tapaninen (2010) have combined the criteria
for effective policy instruments mainly from two articles of
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Vieira et al. (2007) and Greiner et al. (2000). The criteria pro-
vide a comprehensive framework for evaluation. These criteria
help to analyze the strengths and weaknesses of a policy in-
strument.

The qualitative criteria can be used, for example, as a part
of Formal Safety Assessment (FSA) method developed by the
IMO. FSA can be used as a tool to evaluate new regulations
for maritime safety and to make comparisons between existing
and possibly improved regulations. FSA doesn’t include other
evaluation of risk control options than the evaluation of cost-
effectiveness (IMO, 2010c).We believe that this is a rather lim-
ited point of view and suggest a wider perspective on policy
evaluation with the proposed evaluation criteria. 

The relevant criteria are shortly described below (Greiner
et al. 2000; Vieira et al. 2007):

Effectiveness and appropriateness refers to the possibility
of improvement to the matter that is intended to be
changed. This relates to whether an instrument is appro-
priate and technically suitable for achieving the set goal. 
Economic efficiency relates to effectiveness in terms of im-
plementation costs of an instrument and the economic ef-
ficiency of an instrument in a collective sense, assessing
the total benefits of the change in the minimizing of risk
against its total costs.
Acceptability refers to the stakeholders’ level of acceptance
and to the political and communal acceptability of a new
policy instrument. Acceptability is a necessary condition
for the durability of the policy. 
Enforcement indicates how effectively a policy instrument
can be implemented. Some instruments can be difficult to
implement, even though they would probably be effective.
Vieira et al. (2007) present the following types of barriers
for implementation: legal and institutional (legal or regu-
latory conflicts, legal power is divided among various in-
stitutions or organizations), resource or financial (lack of
financial or physical resources to implement an instru-
ment), political and cultural (some groups oppose the pol-
icy) and technological (e.g. lack of suitable technology). 
Incentive and innovation effects relate to the question of

whether an instrument encourages experimentation and
change and provides an ongoing incentive for improve-
ment. (Greiner et al. 2000).

In this study these criteria provide a comprehensive frame-
work for evaluating the impacts and effectiveness of the appli-
cation of the ISM Code. We conducted a literature review and
an interview study where we applied the criteria. We classified
the findings in previous literature according to the evaluation
criteria. The results of our interview study were interpreted
through the framework of the evaluation criteria.

2.2. Evaluation criteria for the effectiveness of the ISM Code

In Table 1 we evaluate the ISM Code with the criteria pre-
sented above. Next we look at each criterion using literature
on the ISM Code. 

3. Evaluation of the ISM Code in the literature

3.1. The effectiveness of the ISM Code 

The primary goals of the ISM Code are to improve maritime
safety and prevent environmental damages. The literature re-
view of previous studies concerning the ISM Code has showed
that the ISM Code has contributed significantly to the
progress of maritime safety in recent years. The operations of
shipping companies and crews are more environmentally
friendly and more safety-oriented than in the 1990s. According
to ConsultISM Ltd. (2008), there is a common consensus re-
garding the positive contribution of the ISM Code to the mar-
itime safety. 

Nevertheless, the direct effect and influence of the ISM
Code on maritime safety could not be precisely isolated, for
example from the effect of fleet renewal on safety. No quanti-
tative study (based on the statistics/hard data) could be found
to describe the impacts of the ISM Code on maritime safety.
(Mejia,  2001; Anderson, 2003; IMO, 2005, ReportISM 2008).
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Criterion
Effectiveness and 
appropriateness

Economic efficiency*

Acceptability

Enforcement

Incentive and innovation
effects

Common description
The policy instrument must be suitable for
achieving a desired goal

The benefits versus the costs of implementing
the policy instrument should be in balance

The policy instrument must be accepted by the
stakeholders and the community

The policy instrument can be implemented 
effectively

Instrument encourages experimentation and
change and provides an ongoing incentive for
improvement

Measurement related to the ISM Code
The ISM Code has enhanced maritime safety
and the protection of the marine environment

Cost/benefit analysis of the implementation 
of the ISM Code

Management commitment
Maritime personnel commitment

Barriers for effective implementation
The role of the Administration
Effectiveness of the ISM Audits

Continuous improvement of safety
Spontaneous development of safety in 
shipping companies

Table 1. Evaluation criteria for the ISM Code (*evaluation of the economic efficiency is not included in this study).
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3.2. Acceptability of the ISM Code

The commitment of the top management is referred to as one
of the main requirements for a successful implementation of
a safety management system. Anderson (2003) recognised that
some shipping companies prefer short-term profits at the ex-
pense of maritime safety. The Paris MoU (2008) reported the
result of the Concentrated Inspection Campaign focused on
the functioning of the ISM Code that 176 ships were detained
due to serious deficiencies against the requirements of the ISM
Code. The reason for these detentions was a serious neglect
of the maintenance of the ship and its safety equipment. The
state of emergency preparedness was poor as well. The report
of the Paris MoU (2008) concluded that the top management
of the poorly performing shipping companies were not com-
mitted to safety issues at all. 

Hahne et al. (1999) analysed the prevailing safety culture
in the late 1990s. The purpose of the study was to pinpoint the
problematic areas encountered with the implementation of the
ISM Code. Researchers came to the conclusion that the main
obstacle to the successful implementation of the ISM Code
was the widespread resistance by the seafarers to the obliga-
tory establishment of the safety culture. According to Hahne
et al. (1999) the maritime industry was not ready for the ISM
Code at that time.

3.3. Enforcement of the ISM Code

Pun et al. (2002) discovered the problems and difficulties
which have appeared in the implementation phase of the ISM
Code. According to Pun et al. (2002), the most difficult prob-
lems were:

• Resistance to change
• Lack of human resources
• Insufficient knowledge of procedures
• Lack of inter-departmental communication
• Low level of education
• Frequent staff turnover
• Time pressure to obtain registration of the SMS
Pun et al. (2002) considered that these problems resulted

from a mismatch between the prevailing organizational cul-
ture and the requirements of the ISM Code. The culture of the
organization did not support the safety oriented culture which
is required to apply the ISM Code successfully. 

Anderson (2003) also listed problems and difficulties with
the implementation of the safety management system. Ander-
son identified certain common factors for the unsatisfactorily
implemented safety management systems. Anderson found
out that there was too much paperwork due to voluminous
documentation; a typical situation when a company has
bought an off-the-shelf safety management system. Many ir-
relevant procedures and checklists are involved in these sys-
tems. In these cases, safety management was usually realized
through paperwork and the personnel could not develop any
feeling of involvement in the system. The company did not
provide support for the personnel. The vessels suffered from
a lack of resources and insufficient training and therefore were

not able to meet the new requirements of the ISM Code. As a
consequence, the motivation for safety management of the
personnel was low. (Anderson, 2003).

Attention has also been paid to the turnover of the person-
nel. Establishing a safety culture is not easy when the turnover
of the crew is high. Too often, the new employee has been fa-
miliarized too poorly. (Anderson, 2003; Pun et al. 2002).

On the other hand, Anderson (2003) also identified the
success factors of a very well functioning safety management
system, requiring for example:

• Leadership and commitment from the top management
• A sense of ownership of the safety management system

for the personnel
• Good communications between ships and office
• The reduction of paperwork to manageable levels.

3.4. Incentive and innovation effects of the ISM Code 

The fundamental principle of the ISM Code is the idea of con-
tinuous improvement. Investigating incidents is an integral
component of a continuous improvement process in safety
management systems. Learning the lessons from incidents
should help to improve safety performance (IMO, 2008). The
ISM Code requires that the shipping companies establish pro-
cedures, which ensure that non-conformities, accidents and
hazardous occurrences are reported to the company. Natu-
rally, the companies should ensure that corrective and pre-
venting actions are implemented (IMO, 2010b). Furthermore,
the IMO has emphasised the importance of continuous im-
provement by providing guidance on near-miss reporting. Ac-
cording to the IMO, investigating near-misses is an integral
component of continuous improvement in the safety manage-
ment system (IMO, 2008). Also Anderson (2003) emphasises
that a properly working reporting process is a clear indication
of continuous improvement. The referred studies show that
the most serious shortcomings concern the process of contin-
uous improvement and incident reporting. Several studies
have concluded that incidents are not perfectly reported.
Mariners are still reluctant to expose their mistakes. (Mejia,
2001; Anderson, 2003; IMO, 2005, Ek & Akselsson, 2005). 

According to Mejia (2001) willingness to report is an indi-
cation of whether the ISM Code is functioning as it should.
The Paris MoU (2008) reported that one of the most common
ISM-related deficiencies was the lack of reporting nonconfor-
mities, accidents and hazardous occurrences. The main focus
Anderson’s study (2003) was to investigate how the incidents,
near-misses and other hazardous occurrences were reported.
Also he discovered that the reporting of incidents was quite
insufficient among the seafarers. Especially the minor inci-
dents were not regularly reported. Anderson was particularly
surprised that most of the seafarers were more or less reluctant
to report the incidents. Furthermore, Anderson discovered
that in certain cases, further analysis of and corrective actions
on the reported incidents were not properly carried out. Ac-
cording to Anderson in these circumstances the process of
continuous improvement does not work properly. (Anderson,
2003).
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4. Interview study concerning the impacts of the ISM 
Code in Finnish shipping companies

In this chapter we present the considerations of Finnish
mariners, shipping companies and other maritime stakeholders
concerning the impacts of the ISM Code on maritime safety. 

In the study, a total of 94 people were interviewed between
2008 and 2009. All those who were interviewed were actively
working in the Finnish shipping sector. Almost all had a mar-
itime education and maritime working experience. All of the
interviewees had worked with the ISM Code based safety
management system. Almost all were Finnish citizens. Seven
shipping companies were involved in the study, which widely
represent the Finnish shipping business. All important ship-
ping business areas were represented. 

The interviewed maritime personnel (62 persons) were ac-
tive seafarers such as masters, deck officers, engineering offi-
cers, deck hands and engineering operators, and hotel and
catering staff. The management group (14 persons) includes
safety managers (DPAs) and managing directors of the ship-
ping companies. Almost all the interviewees in the manage-
ment group had previously worked at sea and had applied the
ISM Code in practice.

We also interviewed maritime inspectors and officers (12
persons) from the Finnish Maritime Administration (FMA)
(current Finnish Transport Safety Agency TRAFI).The mar-
itime inspectors are responsible for conducting external ISM
Audits in shipping companies and on vessels. In addition, these
inspectors were responsible for carrying out the Port State
Control inspections of foreign ships visiting Finnish ports. 

We also interviewed representatives from the Accident In-
vestigation Board Finland and the Finnish State Pilotage En-
terprise (8 persons). These interviewees are involved in safety
management on a daily basis. They have a comprehensive idea
of the current safety level of the Finnish shipping business due
to their close co-operation with Finnish shipping companies
and their personnel.

4.1. Methodology of the interview study

The impacts of the ISM Code have been looked at in several
international studies. Most previous studies regarding the im-
pacts of the ISM Code have been based on quantitative meth-
ods, such as structured questionnaires, the results of which
were analysed statistically. The number of participants was
high. Although many of these studies are not presented in sci-
entific literature, we regarded the results of previous studies
as more or less representative when providing a general pic-
ture of the effects of the ISM Code. (Pun et al. 2002; Anderson,
2002; Othman, 2003; IMO, 2005, Paris MoU, 2008).

The main merits of previous quantitative studies are: The
scope of previous studies has been global, the results of earlier
studies reinforce the public impression that the ISM Code has
mainly achieved its objectives and that the majority of the
world’s maritime industry supports the ISM Code, difficulties
and deficiencies in the implementation of the ISM Code were
also uncovered and subjects for further research were proposed.

In order to supplement the knowledge about the area of
study we chose thematic interviews (Hirsjärvi & Hurme, 2008)
and qualitative analysis (Alasuutari, 1995). The interview ses-
sions were structured as discussions where the interviewees
were encouraged to express themselves freely in order to find
out the most important issues from their point of view. A
semi-structured questionnaire was provided in order to assist
and serve as a reminder to the interviewer. The questionnaire
consisted of questions analysing the main research themes and
gathering background information on the interviewees and
their employees. 

The main themes of the interviews dealt with the factors
that IMO (2010b) considers the factors for good safety culture:
management commitment, involvement of maritime person-
nel and continuous improvement. Questions also explored the
opinions of the interviewees about the benefits and defects of
the ISM Code and the significance of the ISM Code to the
maritime safety. 

The main themes of the interviews were discussed simi-
larly with each interviewed group in order to find out possible
contradictions and inconsistencies between the answers of
each group. For example, company management groups were
asked how they support the personnel in safety issues and give
feedback on safety issues. Correspondingly, the personnel of
the vessels were asked what kind of support and feedback con-
cerning safety issues they have received in practice. The mo-
tivation and involvement of the personnel were studied for
example by asking: how do the personnel and officers com-
municate in safety issues? How do the personnel make pro-
posals concerning safety issues? In order to evaluate the
processes of continuous improvement, the interviewees were
asked how incidents and near-miss situations are reported and
analysed in a company and how corrective actions are per-
formed. In addition, the designated persons (DP; safety man-
agers of shipping companies required by the ISM Code) were
asked about the numbers of reported incidents per year and
per vessel. 

4.2. Appraisals of the current safety level of Finnish 
shipping industry

In order to evaluate how the ISM Code has achieved its tar-
geted objectives, the interviewees were asked about their views
on the safety level of Finnish shipping industry. The intervie-
wees were also asked what they consider is the role of the ISM
Code when improving and developing safety level onboard. At
this point it should be stressed that this chapter presents the
views of the interviewees on the safety level of Finnish ship-
ping industry and that the study does not include analysis
about the actual safety performance of the shipping companies
(based on e.g. accident statistics or other hard data).

The management of the shipping companies were asked
what the target level of safety in their companies was and
whether they had achieved this safety level. The answers of the
managers were mirrored with the answers of the maritime
personnel and the maritime inspectors in order to find any
contradictions between the appraisals.
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Typically, the safety goals of the shipping companies were
introduced in general terms. The common goal of the compa-
nies’ safety management was to take proper care of environ-
mental and safety issues. The usage of a quantitative
measurement of the safety level was not very common among
the shipping companies. 

Because of the lack of specific safety goals, we asked the
management to evaluate their companies’ safety levels by com-
paring their safety level to that of other shipping companies.
Typically the managers considered that their companies had
achieved a good safety level and the application of the SMS
has had an important role when developing safety onboard.
Some managers reported their safety goal was to be one of the
best shipping operators when compared with other Finnish,
or even European, shipping companies. The appraisals about
the safety level of the managers were more or less unwritten
estimations. All of these estimations should be regarded as
conjectural. No specific methods to make comparisons be-
tween shipping companies were applied. 

The masters, officers and other crew members were asked
about their opinions of their employer’s safety level. Most of
the masters considered that the shipping companies, which
were employing them, had achieved a very good safety level.
The estimations of other personnel were similar to those of
the masters. The other officers and crew members considered
that the safety levels were at least average in their companies.
None of the interviewees believed that the safety levels of their
employers were poor. Some of the masters, officers and crew
members added that their companies required a higher safety
level on the ships than could be regarded as reasonable. 

The maritime inspectors estimated that the safety levels of
Finnish shipping companies have been relatively high in recent
years. The maritime inspectors were particularly satisfied with
the progress in safety made by larger shipping companies and
companies engaged in passenger traffic. Some inspectors felt
that there have been shipping companies with a poor safety
levels. Fortunately, these “black sheep” were individual cases. 

The public administration has not utilised any statistical
measurements in order to evaluate the safety level of Finnish
shipping companies. The only available statistics were provided
by the Paris MoU. The Paris MoU has provided statistics on
deficiencies found in Port State Controls. These statistics have
showed that Finnish vessels have had very few deficiencies and
detentions, which indicates that Finnish shipping companies
have achieved a good safety level (Paris MoU, 2010). 

Although it is unlikely that a shipping company would
admit that its safety level is poor and from this perspective the
responses can be considered predictable, the unanimity of the
all interviewed parties about the good safety level in Finnish
shipping industry indicates that it actually is good. Also the
Paris MoU (2010) statistics support the conclusion. 

4.3. The benefits of the ISM Code (Table 2)

The opinion that the ISM Code has been useful in general was
expressed in several ways by the interviewees. The intervie-
wees said that the ISM Code has improved the safety level of

the maritime industry, the maritime culture has changed and
become more safety oriented, and the personnel’s safety atti-
tudes as well as safety awareness have improved. One manager
pointed out that shipping companies were not willing to give
up their safety management systems anymore, because they
have provided economic benefit for the company and facili-
tated the general management of the company. Some intervie-
wees reported that the ISM Code has influenced their daily
practices. 

The interviewees regarded it as a benefit of the ISM Code
that co-operation between the shore and shipboard personnel
has improved due to improved communication. Information
between the shore and the ships flows more easily nowadays.
The ISM Code has provided useful tools for reporting safety
aspects from the ship to the company’s office. Co-operation
between personnel groups onboard, likewise, has improved.
Onboard safety meetings have been arranged regularly. Infor-
mation has been shared between ships in the company’s fleet.

The roles and responsibilities of the personnel have been
clarified due to well-defined documentation. The personnel
have been better aware of their duties. Especially the division
of responsibilities in emergency situations have been clarified.
The documentation has provided practical information about
different tasks and operations. 

The interviewees said that the application of the ISM Code
has harmonized the instructions and operations, and this has
for example eased transfers of personnel between the com-
pany’s ships, and it has improved the quality of maritime op-
erations. Similarly, uniform instructions have helped the
familiarization of new personnel. Some interviewees men-
tioned that safety management systems have helped the famil-
iarization of new crew members. The new crew members
could easily find about their tasks and responsibilities in the
documentation. 

One fact considered important by the maritime personnel
was that the ISM Code has placed formal requirements at the
company. According to some interviewees, the company’s re-
sponsibility for safety issues has improved maritime safety. The
personnel’s perception of the company’s explicit will to safety
can be considered yet another benefit. The company has had
to react to reported safety defects and problems. Safety flow
of information to the top management of the company has im-
proved. The company has been forced to operate safely. 

Table 2 Benefits of the ISM Code in Finnish shipping companies

Benefits
— The ISM Code has improved the overall safety level
— Heightened safety awareness among the maritime personnel
— Improved co-operation and communication between the

shore and shipboard personnel and between personnel 
onboard

— Well-defined roles and responsibilities
— Improved quality of maritime operations 
— Harmonized instructions and easier induction training
— Formal requirements set for the company
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4.4. Defects of the ISM Code (Table 3)

Most of the interviewees felt that the ISM Code itself has no
considerable defects and there was no need to change the
Code. Nevertheless, the application of the ISM Code was con-
sidered inappropriate. According to many interviewees, one
of the major defects of the application of the ISM Code is the
increasing paperwork and bureaucracy. Some interviewees re-
ported that the safety management system has encumbered
the maritime personnel with unnecessary official procedures.
The reporting procedures were considered too complicated
and cumbersome. 

Many interviewees stated that the safety management sys-
tem has been made too complicated. The instructions were
too detailed. The documentation did not correspond with the
actions. There have been problems in following the instruc-
tions of the safety manuals. No room is left for common sense
and situational sensitivity. The complex safety manual stops
the employees from acting rationally. 

Many interviewees considered that safety management
system documentation should be simplified. Streamlined doc-
umentation could mean that the system would be utilised bet-
ter. The basic principle should be that the documentation
corresponds with real operations onboard. Some interviewees
added that there had been cases where the safety documenta-
tion had been relaxed and streamlined, which made it more
usable. In addition, some interviewees considered that regu-
larly updated documentation is a good indicator of a function-
ing safety management system. 

The practical aspects of the ISM Code should be devel-
oped. According to seven interviewees, guidance should be
provided to the application of the Code. Practical examples of
successful implementations of the ISM Code should be pro-
vided. One interviewee suggested that the best practices of
safety management should be disseminated to the entire mar-
itime industry. The public administration should provide in-
terpretations of the Code requirements.

Table 3. Defects of the ISM Code in the Finnish shipping companies

4.5. Management commitment 

The representatives of the management assured that their
companies take safety and environmental issues seriously.
Some managers felt that safety oriented operations were an in-
tegral part of profitable business. The managers cited some
practical examples of how they have supported and encour-
aged maritime personnel in safe operation. The management
could demonstrate their support by communication, by visit-
ing onboard ships and by participating in ISM audits, by giving

feedback and by reacting to any non-conformities and safety
initiatives. Some managers expressed some criticism about the
commitment of the top management to safety. They felt that
sometimes the company did not provide the funds for neces-
sary safety improvements due to economical reasons. 

Respectively the maritime personnel were asked how the
management supports the personnel in safety issues and how
the management gives feedback about safety issues. In addi-
tion, they were asked whether there have been any contradic-
tions in the manifestations of the company’s safety policy
regarding goals, measures and values and the actual manage-
ment practices. 

The maritime personnel mostly felt that the commitment
of the management to safety issues has improved. Some inter-
viewees mentioned that the basic way to support the vessel in
safety issues is to provide financial resources when needed.
These interviewees said that the top management does pro-
vide money or other resources for safety investments, partic-
ularly if the need is well-founded. The personnel felt that the
management has supported reasonable safety initiatives. Many
of the interviewees could not see any contradictions between
the company policy and the actual practices (typically invest-
ments in safety improvements) of the management. 

Some of the interviewees expressed a critical opinion.
They told that for financial reasons, even well founded im-
provements had sometimes been rejected. One officer criti-
cized the fact that there were not enough human resources to
update and renew the safety management system. One inter-
viewee added that the management had been satisfied with
and interested in nothing but the maintaining the minimum
safety level, ensuring that the ISM audits were passed and cer-
tifications remained valid.

The common view of the maritime inspectors was that the
top management of Finnish shipping companies was highly
committed to safety management. They felt that a practical
way to support and encourage the personnel is to participate
in the ISM audits. 

According to maritime inspectors, there are shipping com-
panies where the top management should pay more attention
to safety. The management of these companies has not been
committed enough to safety. Typically, these shipping compa-
nies were quite small and had a small staff. The maritime in-
spectors said that there has been a lack of competent
personnel in smaller shipping companies. 

4.6. Commitment of maritime personnel 

According to many interviewees, the safety management sys-
tem faced resistance during the implementation phase and in
the early years of the ISM Code. The interviewees described
the reluctance of people when they felt their professional pride
was discredited. People felt that they had managed to do their
jobs without red tape because they were professionals. Be-
cause they considered themselves professionals, they regarded
the safety manuals as useless. This resistance has weakened in
the last decade. According to some interviewees, the reason
for this is that the systems have been developed to become

Defects
— Burden of bureaucracy
— Complicated documentation of the management system 
— Lack of guidance in application of the Code
— Lack of suitable safety performance indicators
— Non-uniform interpretation of the requirements 
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user-friendlier, and the documentation has been lightened and
streamlined. The new generation of maritime personnel re-
gards safety management as an integral part of their work.
They have been educated in ISM issues during their studies at
maritime institutes. 

The maritime inspectors had also recognised the adverse
attitudes of maritime personnel in the early days of ISM im-
plementation. They said that the maritime personnel had felt
that the administration was only trying to annoy them with
their bureaucratic requirements. Maritime personnel were
also afraid that their workload would become excessive and
that the safety management system would burden them with
useless practices, such as checklists and reporting.

According to maritime inspectors the attitudes of the mar-
itime personnel have improved a lot in recent years. According
to inspectors, the maritime personnel have internalized the
principles of safety management and they apply the instruc-
tions of the safety management system in their daily opera-
tions.

4.7. The effectiveness of ISM audits

The views on the ISM audits were partly diverging. The mar-
itime inspectors themselves were not fully satisfied with the
competence of the Finnish Maritime Administration (FMA)
to carry out the ISM audits. The inspectors said that there is
room for improvements in the work of the Administration. In-
spectors felt that the manner in which the audits are carried
out and the results of the audits depends too much on the per-
sonal competence of the inspector. The FMA utilizes a quality
system in their operations. According to two inspectors, what
is required by the quality system and what takes place in actual
operations do not always correspond with each other. 

In general, the maritime personnel considered that the
ISM audits executed by the FMA have been objective. The in-
spectors of the FMA were commended for having a broad
scope when auditing or inspecting safety onboard. The inspec-
tors have used common sense and focused on relevant issues
during the audits, i.e. the safety management system as a
whole.

Maritime personnel considered that the ISM audits carried
out by the Administration were useful. According to the mar-
itime personnel external auditors observe safety management
on the vessel from a new perspective. The auditors found is-
sues, which should be improved. The personnel of the vessel
had to be prepared for the audits and revise the manuals in
order to pass the audit. The company had to respond to any
non-conformities found in the audits and to carry out correc-
tive actions. 

Some interviewees pinpointed several deficiencies in the
ISM Audits. These interviewees felt that the differences in the
ways the audits are carried out are too great depending on the
personal skills of the maritime inspector. The inspectors tend
to interpret the requirements of the ISM Code variedly. Some
interviewees characterized certain inspectors as nitpickers.
Other interviewees said that the auditors set out specifically
to find faults and errors. 

The interviewees suggested some improvements that
should be implemented for the ISM Audits. The maritime in-
spectors should have audit training, which should concentrate
on the uniform interpretation of the ISM Code requirements
and other rules. In addition, the maritime inspectors should
focus on supporting and encouraging continuous improve-
ment.

4.8. Continuous improvement and spontaneous 
development of safety in shipping companies

In order to evaluate the processes of continuous improvement,
the interviewees were asked the question: how are incidents
and near-miss situations reported and analysed in your com-
pany, and how are corrective actions performed? In addition,
the safety managers were asked about the numbers of reported
incidents per year and per vessel. The designated persons were
asked about the existence of quantitative targets, indicators or
usage of statistical methods for evaluating the safety perform-
ance of the company.

The safety managers (DP’s) and the masters of the vessels
were asked about the number of reported incidents and near-
misses per year. The average number of reported incidents and
near-misses varied greatly depending on the vessel. Typically,
the number of written reports was low; just a few reports per
year and per vessel. On some vessels, only 1 to 3 cases were
reported per vessel per year. In some vessels, the reported
number was as high as 20-30 incidents per year per vessel. 

The interviewees shared a common opinion that incidents
are reported defectively. Regardless of how many incidents
were reported per year, the majority of the interviewees held
the view that compliance to report incidents should be im-
proved. However, some interviewees considered that over-re-
porting occurs. According to the interviewees, the reason for
over-reporting was a system that rewarded active reporting.
These interviewees said that there also have been cases where
under-reporting was apparent.

Also the maritime inspectors thought that the incident re-
porting was not without problems. Many maritime inspectors
brought up poor incident reporting by crewmembers. Accord-
ing to the maritime inspectors, the ISM Code has not been
successful in that respect. Especially the older seafarers have
often neglected to report incidents. The ratings and hotel and
catering staff do not report incidents at all. Some maritime in-
spectors supposed that maritime personnel undervalue the
significance of incident reporting. In such a case, the negligent
person has not understood what positive effects incident re-
porting could have on maritime safety.

When executing an ISM Audit in a shipping company, the
maritime inspectors go through the reports of internal audits
and records of non-conformities, accidents and hazardous sit-
uations. They considered that very few incidents were re-
ported per vessel and per year. Some inspectors added that the
scarcity of reported situations was dubious, implying that
many situations were left unreported. 

The inspectors that were interviewed consider that those
ships that reported the largest numbers of incident were the
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safest ones. The large number of reported incident shows that
these ships and companies are interested and willing to learn
from their mistakes and to develop their operations to a safer
direction. 

The inspectors considered that poor reporting practice is
also a problem at the international level. The interviewees said
that this does not depend on the nationality of the ship. Their
shared opinion of foreign ships was no better than that of ships
under the Finnish flag. 

Reasons for this unwillingness to report were mentioned.
Some interviewees thought that often people do not want to
admit that something goes wrong. One interviewee told the
researchers that some masters discourage reporting because
they think that no incidents should take place on their ship.
Especially older seafarers considered that minor incidents
should not be reported, as they felt this was an unnecessary
bureaucratic procedure. 

According to some interviewees, minor mistakes and all
technical problems are reported due to the fact that the man-
agement wants to be informed of such occurrences, but mis-
takes that cause near-accident situations are not reported
unless this is obligated by the circumstances. One interviewee
added that when a close shipmate makes a mistake, they usu-
ally fail to report it. People are reluctant to put blame on their
shipmates. However, when a foreign ship has caused a near-
miss situation, the report of this incident is much easier to
compose. 

Notwithstanding, some interviewees thought that unre-
ported incidents and near-miss situations are discussed on-
board. Improvements are made, although written reports do
not exist. One maritime inspector also believed that corrective
actions have been executed onboard quietly without official
reporting.

Some mariners felt that the concept of incident was not
specific. They suggested that the descriptions of non-confor-
mities, accidents and hazardous situations should be clarified
and standardized in the maritime industry. 

4.9. The ISM Code in the light of criteria for effective 
policy instruments

Effectiveness and appropriateness
The analysis of previous literature showed that the application
of ISM Code in the shipping industry has significantly im-
proved maritime safety in recent years (see also: Lappalainen,
2008). Shipping companies are more environmentally friendly
and more safety-oriented than before the ISM Code was es-
tablished.

What is more, our interview study indicates that the safety
level of the Finnish shipping companies has improved during
recent years. The managers of the shipping companies and the
maritime personnel assured that their companies have
achieved a good safety level. The maritime inspectors also con-
sidered that the safety level in the Finnish shipping industry is
good. According to the interviewees, the application of the
ISM Code has been a large contribution to positive develop-
ment of the safety level. From that point of view the results of

the interview study supported the conclusions of the previous
studies.

However, both the literature review and the interview
study showed that there is a lack of accurate statistical data,
which could be applied for quantitative analysis of the effec-
tiveness of the ISM Code. Only a few Finnish shipping com-
panies have systematically collected statistic data in order to
evaluate their safety level. Also Anderson (2003) and the IMO
Group of Experts (IMO, 2005) concluded that there is lack of
hard data. The direct effect and influence of the ISM Code on
maritime safety could not be very well isolated (Anderson,
2003; IMO, 2005; Paris MoU, 2008).

Acceptability
The results of the interview study emphasised that the Finnish
maritime industry is highly committed to safety management.
In most cases, the top management of shipping companies are
committed to the safety and regard safety as a valuable asset.
The attitudes of the maritime personnel have greatly improved.
For example, maritime personnel have internalised the princi-
ples of safety management and they apply the instructions of
the safety management system to their daily operations.

In the light of the interviews we can conclude that the re-
sistance towards the ISM Code and the safety management,
which w   as reported, by Hahne et al. (1999), Anderson (2003)
and Pun et al. (2002) has decreased significantly since the in-
troduction of the ISM Code. 

Enforcement
The literature review showed that the application of the ISM
Code has required too much paperwork and bureaucracy. The
literature review also showed that the interpretation of the re-
quirements is not uniform and there is a lack of practical guid-
ance in the application of the ISM Code. 

The interviewees named similar defects in the ISM audits:
they felt that the differences in the ways the audits are carried
out are too great, depending on the personal skill of the mar-
itime inspector. The inspectors tend to interpret the require-
ments of the ISM Code differently. Even the representatives of
the Finnish Maritime Administration admitted that the in-
spectors have interpreted the requirements of the ISM Code
differently. 

Incentive and innovation 
Both the reviewed literature and the results of the interviews
showed that the process of continuous improvement is not
working well. Several previous studies found insufficiencies
concerning incident reporting, which is the primary method
of continuous improvement provided by the ISM Code
(Hahne et al. 1999; Paris MoU, 2008; Withington, 2006). 

The interview study showed that the maritime personnel’s
attitudes towards incident reporting were unsatisfactory. The
mariners admitted that reporting is often neglected. The low
number of reported incidents supports this conclusion. In
spite of the fact that some interviewees felt that apparent over-
reporting has sometimes occurred, the under-reporting of in-
cidents is a much more serious problem.
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There are also other useful tools for the implementation
of continuous improvement in addition to incident reporting.
There are, for example, procedures for internal audits and re-
views. The functioning of these other tools was not examined
either in this study or in the previous studies. 

5. Summary and conclusions

In this paper we have evaluated the effectiveness of ISM code
in the Finnish shipping industry. We found out that the re-
quirements of the ISM Code have been implemented effec-
tively in the Finnish shipping industry. The management and
the personnel of the shipping companies have accepted the
ISM Code as an essential safety measure. However, the com-
prehension of the philosophy of continuous improvement re-
mains to be the largest problem. Tools for continuous
improvement should be developed and applied into practice.
Another problem is the lack of uniformity in the interpretation
and implementation of the ISM Code. The greater challenge
in the maritime industry is the excessive bureaucracy ships
have to deal with.

Although attitudes in the maritime industry towards safety
issues seem to have improved, the old-fashioned safety culture
still prevails. For example, there is reluctance to report about
safety risks and small incidents or the ISM Code is imple-
mented and audited only to the level at which the formal re-
quirements are fulfilled. In our opinion, shipping companies
should be more spontaneous in developing their safety man-
agement practices. Co-operative activities of the shipping
companies could be launched in order to continuously im-
prove their safety performance. Moreover, authorities could
encourage shipping companies to spontaneously improve
safety management by e.g. spreading the word about best prac-
tices, instead of just checking if the minimum requirements
are fulfilled. 

Thematic interview and qualitative analysis were chosen
as the research methods for this study. The interview themes
were handled similarly between the interviewed groups so the
possible contradictions and inconsistencies between the
groups could be found out. It is notable that the answers of
different groups were quite compatible. The opinions of the
management were supported by the personnel and vice versa.
Neither of the opinions of the officials (maritime inspectors,
accident investigators and pilots) contradicted each other. No
critical contradictions were found between the interviewed
groups. The number of interviews was quite extensive for the
thematic interview. In addition, the group of the shipping
companies represented Finnish shipping companies well. Con-
sidering this, the results of the interview study were quite rep-
resentative concerning the whole Finnish shipping sector. As
a first of a kind in Finland, the study brought out important
information about the successfulness of the application of the
ISM code in the Finnish shipping industry. The results can be
expected to apply to similar shipping nations as Finland with
regard to the safety performance. Flags with poor safety
records (e.g. flags in the black list of the Paris MoU) would
probably require a separate study.  

When we compare the results with the previous studies
concerning the impacts and effectiveness of the ISM Code, this
study strongly supports the findings of those previous studies.
However, this study found some new aspects to enhance the
benefits of the ISM Code. For example, the authorities should
take a stronger role in supporting and encouraging sponta-
neous and innovative safety development in the maritime in-
dustry. This aspect is also related to the enforcement criterion.
In addition, the shipping companies could co-operate more
with each other in order to improve innovativeness in safety
development. Both the authorities and the shipping companies
should pay more attention to quantitative and statistical meth-
ods for the monitoring of safety performance at company and
industry level. We also found out that there are no feasible ways
of evaluating the economic efficiency of the implementation of
the ISM Code, because systematic methods for recording safety
costs are not utilized in the shipping industry.

The qualitative analyses concerning the ISM Code have
been uncommon on the international and scientific level. Ben-
efit of the qualitative study is that it enables to analyze a policy
instrument comprehensively, taking into consideration many
types of data. The evaluation criteria for maritime safety policy
instruments provided a robust framework to evaluate the im-
pacts of the ISM Code in many respects and to bring out es-
sential points from the vast amount of interview material.

It is often expressed that the most important cause for ac-
cidents at sea is human factor. It is unlikely that errors caused
by human factors can be “corrected” with same kind of regu-
lation and supervision as technical faults and weaknesses. That
is why it is of greatest importance that such regulations as the
ISM Code exist, bringing attention to human actions. In order
to get maximum benefit out of the ISM Code, the ways how
the spontaneous and continuous improvement of safety could
be encouraged in the shipping companies by the means of the
ISM Code should be studied further. 
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