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Foreword & Acknowledgements

Since our founding in the Port of New York in 1834, the 
Seamen’s Church Institute has advanced the personal, 
material, emotional, and spiritual well-being of mariners. 
Building on years of research with Yale School of 
Medicine focused on international seafarers, in 2023 
SCI commissioned a study examining the health and 
wellness of U.S. inland mariners—those working on inland, 
intracoastal, and coastwise waterways. This research 
project emerged from mariner wellness roundtables held 
at SCI’s training facility in Paducah, Kentucky, in 2018 
and 2021.

Published in January 2026, U.S. Inland Mariner Wellness 
Assessment: Perceived Effectiveness of Recommended 
and Implemented Interventions to Improve U.S. Inland 
Mariner Wellness identifies the stressors affecting inland 
mariners, evaluates current wellness practices, highlights 
gaps and barriers, and offers practical, evidence-based 
recommendations. The findings reveal significant health 
challenges, including high rates of overweight and obesity, 
elevated blood pressure and metabolic risk, fatigue and 
chronic sleep disruption, anxiety, depression, suicidal 
ideation, substance use, and reluctance to seek mental 
health care.

The assessment also points to meaningful opportunities 
for improvement. Recommended interventions include 
enhanced health screenings and wellness programs, 
mental health support and resilience training, improved 
nutrition policies, fatigue management systems, 
leadership and communication training, expanded 
telemedicine access, cultural change initiatives, and 
stronger industry-wide collaboration.

SCI believes it is uniquely positioned to help advance these 
efforts. Our work is strengthened by a Mariner Wellness 
Steering Committee that includes industry leaders from 
human resources and operations, medical and mental 
health experts, and chaplains and advocates. Together, 
we seek to strengthen a culture of care across the inland 
marine industry by ensuring that mariners feel valued and 

supported for who 
they are as well as 
for what they do.

I would like to express 
my sincere gratitude to 
my SCI colleagues whose 
dedication, expertise, and thoughtful contributions 
helped shape and strengthen both the initial report 
and this companion piece: Evan Brown, Philip Schifflin, 
Jr., Esq., and Naomi Walker, Ph.D. Their insights and 
collaboration were invaluable throughout this work.

I am also deeply grateful for the support, guidance, and 
shared commitment of the members and contributors of 
SCI’s Mariner Wellness Steering Committee: Kelly Clapp; 
Mandy Culbreath, LCSW; Jim Guidry; the Rev. Grace 
Pardun; Troy Remy; Philip Schifflin, Jr., Esq.; Martin 
Slade, MPH, Ph.D.; and Kyle Turnbo, M.D. Their collective 
wisdom, encouragement, and dedication to advancing 
mariner wellness have enriched this effort and continue 
to inform SCI’s mission in meaningful ways.

While maritime is a capital-intensive industry, its 
most valuable asset remains its mariners. Retaining 
a skilled workforce and attracting future generations 
will require sustained investment in their well-being. 
Through chaplaincy and crisis response, education and 
training, and mariner advocacy, SCI remains committed 
to supporting the men and women who are essential 
in sustaining our industry, our communities, and 
our nation.

The Rev. Mark Nestlehutt
President & Executive Director, 
The Seamen’s Church Institute
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Introduction

The U.S. Inland Mariner Wellness Assessment, January 
2026 (hereafter referred to as “the Report”), produced by 
the Seamen’s Church Institute in partnership with Yale 
School of Medicine, examines the health and well-being 
of U.S. inland mariners, specifically those working on 
tugboats, towboats, ATBs, and barges. The study combines 
a comprehensive literature review with semi-structured 
interviews of inland maritime company executives 
to assess stressors, well-being outcomes, existing 
interventions to improve health, barriers to implementing 
these interventions, and opportunities to improve the 
industry’s culture of care. 

A culture of care is a shared commitment to making 
sure mariners feel supported, valued, and cared 
for as people. It means looking beyond the job to 
support their physical and mental health, recognizing 
their family connections, encouraging open 
communication, and providing safe, healthy working 
environments. It also means creating a workplace 
where asking for help is welcomed and free from 
stigma. A culture of care recognizes that mariner 
well-being, safety, job satisfaction, and retention 
are connected, and that investing in this benefits 
mariners, companies, and the industry as a whole.

SCI began its Ministry on the River program in 1998. Both 
then and now, it is the only full-time pastoral care support 
service available to mariners working on America’s inland 
river systems and intracoastal waterways. Since then, 
it has worked tirelessly to fulfill its mission in this area: 
serving and protecting the personal and professional lives 

of mariners with unwavering compassion and dedication; 
partnering with the maritime industry to ensure dignity 
within the workplace, and the safety of vessel operations 
and maritime environments; and fostering a safer, more 
respectful, and sustainable maritime community.

SCI is distinctively equipped not only to spearhead 
this study but also, through our integrated services, to 
address some of the issues and concerns raised in the 
Report. Our pastoral care team made up of Chaplains 
and Chaplain Associates trained in suicide intervention 
and crisis response, augment the mental health support 
network available to mariners both aboard their vessels 
and shoreside. Our Center for Mariner Advocacy, working 
with the Mariner Wellness Steering Committee—comprised 
of industry executives and medical professionals, and 
emerging from an SCI-sponsored Roundtable on Mariner 
Wellness held in Paducah in July 2021—facilitates 
thought leadership and prioritizes wellness initiatives. 
And our Center for Maritime Education, a touchstone for 
mariner training since 1997, provides e-Learning units 
on mental health support, as well as best-practices for 
physical well-being.

In this brochure, we will examine the challenges 
highlighted by the Report, the ways in which SCI supports 
the industry in addressing these challenges, and future 
areas of research that will contribute to our deeper 
understanding of the issues.

To access the Report, scan the QR code at the end of this 
document, or visit seamenschurch.org/ima26-pdf
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Stressors

Five categories were identified that impact the well-being of mariners. A full list of all issues listed can be found in Table 1 
on p. 12 of the U.S. Inland Mariner Wellness Assessment (“the Report”).

Work environment

Being away from 
home for extended 
periods

Working long hours 
and challenging 
shift work schedules

Physically 
and mentally 
demanding work 
in a high-risk work 
environment

No separation 
between work and 
home

Lack of leisure time 
or opportunities for 
physical activity

High risk of over-
eating

Organizational

Poor sleep quality 
and sleeping 
conditions

Shift work on a 6 
hours on/6 hours off 
schedule

Lack of healthy food 
options

Changing job 
demands

Lack of professional 
autonomy

High workload	

Cultural

Culture of 
overworking aboard 
vessel

Stigma surrounding 
mental health issues

Physical

Repetitive strain 
injury

Environmental 
noise, vibration, 
motion, and 
temperature 
extremes

Risk of bad weather

Risk of injury

Psychosocial

Extremes of 
boredom and 
stressful interludes

Isolation from 
friends and family

Conflicts between 
crew members 
and other issues of 
social integration 
and belonging 
sometimes leading 
to loneliness

Mental health issues 
(e.g. PTSD, anxiety, 
and stress-related 
disorders)

Dealing with 
hazardous working 
conditions

Lack of privacy

Offensive actions 
and harassment

Physical

Sleep issues

Obesity

Health problems including metabolic 
disorders, high blood pressure, 
heart conditions, and diabetes, 
among others

Psychological

Burnout

Mental health problems such as 
anxiety and depression

Suicidal ideation

Drug and alcohol-induced issues, 
among others

Personal/Lifestyle

Alcohol and drug abuse

Poor dietary habits

Smoking and vaping

The Report also identified various well-being issues within the overall inland mariner population. They are grouped into three 
broad categories: physical, psychological, and personal/lifestyle. A full listing can be found in Table 2 on p. 13 of the Report.
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Recommendations/Action Steps

The Report identifies a range of steps that can be taken to counteract these issues affecting mariner well-being. Some can 
be implemented with immediate effect. For example:

Improve Nutrition 
Onboard

Train cooks and captains 
on healthy meal 
preparation

Increase access to fruits, 
vegetables, and hydration

Reduce availability of 
unhealthy snacks

Promote a “nutritional 
gatekeeper” mindset 

	● Reduces cardiovascular 
risk, improves energy, 
boosts morale

Strengthen Mental Health 
Support

Promote and normalize 
Employee Assistance 
Programs

Post crisis line resources 
(including 988 and SCI 
Chaplain services)

Introduce resilience 
training programs

Provide mental health 
awareness training for 
leaders 

	● Reduces stigma, 
improves employee 
retention, supports 
crisis prevention

Address Fatigue 
Proactively

Implement formal Fatigue 
Risk Management Plans

Improve sleep 
environments onboard

Educate crews on fatigue 
recognition

Encourage fatigue 
reporting without 
penalization 

	● Reduces errors, safety 
incidents, and long-
term health risk 

Invest In Leadership

Train captains and officers 
in communication and 
crew well-being

Encourage “watch-ready” 
conferences

Promote shared mission 
and team cohesion 

	● Strong leadership 
reduces stress and 
strengthens culture

A full list of the recommendations can be found in Tables 3a-e on pp. 21–23 of the Report.
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How SCI Is Helping

With two centuries of experience championing mariners around the globe, the Seamen’s Church Institute is well-
positioned to help provide a solution for many of the Report’s recommendations. For example:

Enhancing the “culture of care” for mariners

SCI’s mission is to serve and protect the personal, 
professional, and spiritual lives of mariners and seafarers 
with unwavering compassion and dedication. As such, we 
contribute to the maritime industry’s culture of care by 
making sure mariners feel supported, valued, and cared 
for as people. We are committed to partnering with the 
maritime industry to ensure dignity within the workplace, 
and the safety of vessel operations and maritime 
environments. Our Chaplains visit vessels, and respond to 
requests for help from individuals, crews, and companies.

Offering counseling helplines

SCI’s 24-hour emergency line is 800.708.1998, with 
the option of emailing chaplain@seamenschurch.org 
for non-emergencies.

SCI Chaplains also promote the 988 National Suicide 
Hotline during routine vessel visits.

Reducing social isolation onboard

Even among crews who bond well, an “outside” source 
of support and help is vital. SCI Chaplains are there for 
mariners, allowing them to talk about personal or work-
related issues with a neutral third party.

Reducing/eliminating the cultural 
stigma regarding the reporting of 
mental health and well-being

As professionals certified in Crisis 
Incident Stress Management 
as well as Applied Suicide 
Intervention Skills Training, SCI 
Chaplains are well-placed to initiate 
conversations about mental health, 

and to provide support to those undergoing mental 
health challenges. Our presence among crews is both 
reassuring and empowering.

Providing training

At our Centers for Maritime Education in Paducah, KY, 
and Houston, TX, SCI offers a variety of in-house simulator 
training and e-Learning courses designed to enhance 
mariners’ skills and thereby enhance vessel safety. We 
also offer e-Learning courses on such topics as Suicide 
Prevention, Healthy Nutrition, Personal Hygiene, and 
Infectious Diseases. With the backing of the industry, we 
are keen to expand this offering to other topics relevant 
to mariner wellness.

Instituting a wellness program

SCI can help consult with the maritime industry on 
establishing wellness programs and promoting them 
as our Chaplains visit mariners aboard their vessels.

Improving engagement opportunities

SCI Chaplains continuously assess the movement and 
work patterns of mariners to identify better opportunities 
for engagement. This includes connecting with mariners 
at key touchpoints in their schedules, such as captain 
meetings, crew changes, and other gathering times 

and locations. Our Chaplains also 
explore opportunities to provide 
training and awareness-building for 
other maritime staff who interact 
with mariners daily—such as cooks 
and shoreside personnel—so they 
can better recognize signs of stress, 
respond appropriately, and engage 
effectively when mariners are 
experiencing distress.

Further recommendations from the Report are longer term and require more input (both financial and strategic) 
from company management. For example, increasing the physical comfort of work and rest spaces, or teaching 
psychological first aid to crews.
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SCI as a Resource

SCI is a crucial resource for inland 
and offshore marine companies and 
their employees in working together 
to enhance mariner well-being. Our 
Chaplains visit vessels routinely 
and can be called upon to respond 
in times of more urgent need. 
Our Center for Mariner Advocacy 
facilitates monthly meetings focused 
on inland mariner wellness and 
recently moderated discussions at 
major industry gatherings, including 
IMX, GICA, and AWO Summer Safety 
Meeting, to elevate best practices 
and advance collaborative solutions 
addressing fatigue, mental health, 
and crew welfare. 

Future Research

There are many potentially fruitful 
areas of research that would impact 
positive outcomes for mariner 
wellness. A full list can be found 
in table 3f on p. 23 of the Report. 
Collecting and analyzing health-
related data is of prime importance, 
as is monitoring the method and 
effectiveness of any interventions 
that are adopted to improve mariner 
well-being. 

Companies can invest in a healthier 
future for their crews both by 
implementing the recommendations 
in the Report, noting the effectiveness 
of such measures, and sharing that 
information with other companies 

and SCI. But we encourage a 
more ambitious response. SCI has 
already established direct links with 
researchers including Yale School 
of Medicine, Mt. Sinai Hospital, and 
other institutions, and we are in the 
process of identifying which areas 
of study would have the greatest 
impact on mariner well-being for the 
long-term. Our goal is to facilitate 
research in these areas by partnering 
with maritime companies in this 
endeavor. With the results of well-
conducted and reliable research, the 
whole industry will benefit. Working 
together, we can enhance the culture 
of care that exists in the inland 
maritime industry.
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Conclusion

There is great potential to increase 
the health and well-being of inland 
mariners, and particularly their 
mental health. Some changes could 
be made quite quickly and with little 
expense or disruption to current 
practices and yet be expected to 
substantially increase the quality of 
life for the mariner. These include 
nutritional interventions such 
as educating and training cooks 
and crew members with cooking 
responsibilities on healthy eating, 
while also educating crew members 
regarding healthy food choices. 
Ensuring mariners are properly 
hydrated will almost immediately 
result in health benefits. Leadership 
training, including sessions on well-
being and communication strategies, will help prevent, or 
at least mitigate, the stress associated with working in an 
environment with high work demands.

It is recommended that the existing focus on a culture of 
care be expanded by the inland maritime industry. This 
culture of care is not only about caring for the company’s 
employees, but extends to caring for the mariners’ 
families, caring about the organization, caring for society, 
and caring for the environment. Although it needs to 
be looked at as a long-term investment, a more robust 
culture of care will ultimately improve the lives of inland 
mariners and their families while reducing operating 
costs, making this a win-win opportunity.

The Seamen’s Church Institute remains a steadfast 
partner and key resource within the inland marine 
industry and especially for those companies seeking to 
enhance the culture of care for the mariners who crew 
their vessels. Through crisis response, pastoral care, 
training programs, and advocacy, we are committed to 
supporting mariners both professionally and personally, 
coming alongside to offer practical services, advice 
based on our work in this area, and insights gleaned 
over decades of viewing mariners through a holistic 
lens. Whether providing a compassionate presence, 
delivering critical resources, or advancing safety and 
well-being, SCI’s mission is rooted in service to promote 
and maximize mariner well-being.

Access a PDF of the Report using the QR code or link:

seamenschurch.org/ima26-pdf
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