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The purpose of this leaflet is to provide information to 
seafarers about depression. On the next page is a checklist 
that can help seafarers to determine if they, or a shipmate, 
may be experiencing depression.

Being a seafarer can be a stressful job. Due to the nature 
of their work, seafarers are often separated from their 
families and support networks for long periods of time 
which can lead to feelings of loneliness. The fast turnaround 
times of modern ships often result in limited time for shore 
leave. To add to this, seafarers work long hours and in 
challenging conditions.

Working with people from a variety of different cultures 
and backgrounds can make it harder for seafarers to 
talk to one another about problems of a personal nature. 
Culture can play a major role in people’s understanding 
of mental illness. In some cultures, issues around mental 
illness are not discussed openly.

It’s important to understand that depression is common 
and can affect anyone at any time. Research in Australia 
shows one in six people experience depression 
at some stage in their lives. Depression can be as 
serious, debilitating and life-threatening as a physical 
illness – yet less than half of those experiencing a 
mental health condition seek help. The good news is, 
with the right treatment, most people recover.

Depression, anxiety and related disorders can also 
contribute to other physical health conditions. Given the 
demands of seafarers’ work, being in good mental and
physical health is critical for the safety of the ship and 
its crew.

Looking after your 
mental health
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Depression checklist

What does your score mean?
(assuming you answered “YES” to question 1 and/or question 2)

4 or less: Unlikely to have a depressive illness
5 or more: Likely to have a depressive illness

To find out if you, or someone you know may have depression, 
complete the checklist below.

For more than TWO WEEKS have you: Tick if 
Yes

1. Felt sad, down or miserable most of the time?

2. Lost interest or pleasure in most of your usual activities?

If you answered “YES” to either of these questions, 
complete the symptom checklist below. If you did not 
answer “YES” to either of these questions, it is unlikely 
that you have a depressive illness.

3. Lost or gained a lot of weight OR 
Had a decrease or increase in appetite?

4. Sleep disturbance?

5. Felt slowed down, restless or excessively busy?

6. Felt tired or had no energy?

7. Felt worthless? OR
Felt excessively guilty? OR
Felt guilt about things you should not have been feeling 
guilty about?

8. Had poor concentration? OR
Had difficulties thinking? OR
Were very indecisive?

9. Had recurrent thoughts of death?

Add up the number of ticks for your total score:

For further assessment, or if you are concerned about any of these 
symptoms, please consult a doctor or another health professional.
References: American Psychiatric Association. Diagnostic and statistical manual of mental disorders, 
4th ed (DSM-IV). Washington, DC: APA, 1994; and, International classification of diseases and related 
health problems, 10th revision. Geneva, World Health Organisation, 1992-1994.

Remember, depression is treatable and effective treatments 
are available – the earlier you seek help, the better.
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When a seafarer is depressed he/she may not find it easy 
to talk about his/her feelings.

There can be many reasons why people may keep their 
feelings to themselves. They may feel embarrassed 
or uncomfortable talking about depression to their 
shipmates or fear they will be judged or treated differently.

However, depression is a serious illness. It can be treated 
and people can recover.

How to help
The checklist on the previous page can be filled in if a 
seafarer thinks one of his/her shipmates is depressed 
or is worried about being depressed himself/herself. 
As a first step, if it appears that a person needs 
help to deal with depression, talk to the person and 
encourage him/her to get help.

If help is needed that cannot be provided onboard, 
please call the Australian helpline telephone numbers 
on the front of this leaflet, which also cater for callers 
who do not speak English.

What can you do 
about depression?
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How can you help a 
depressed shipmate?

It is not always easy to know how to help a seafarer 
who is depressed. It can be hard to know what to say - 
or what not to say. Here are several approaches that 
may help you when you talk to someone who may be 
depressed.

Initiate talking. Find a convenient time and place to talk.

Listen more than talk. Sometimes a person with 
depression may just want to talk about what concerns 
him or her. If you listen, instead of talking, you may be able 
to understand how the other person feels. You might just 
want to say something like “I can see why you are upset” 
and save suggestions or advice for another time and place.

Ask open-ended questions. Open-ended questions 
are a good way to start a conversation. They require 
more information and can’t be answered with a simple 
“yes” or “no”. Some examples are “So tell me about …” 
or “What is troubling you?”

Be prepared for difficult conversations. 
Sometimes a person who may have depression will 
not want to talk. The following reminders may be 
helpful when approaching a difficult conversation:

• Stay calm
• Be firm, fair and consistent
• If you are wrong, admit it
• Don’t lose control.

Get help if it’s an emergency situation. For example, 
if the person is at risk of harming himself/herself, get 
help from another shipmate, officer or the Master. 
On shore in Australia, call one of the Lifeline Australia 
numbers in this leaflet.
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