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Coaching for training  
and development 
Captain Hans Hederström FNI

Coaching is a form of training and/or development where 
an experienced individual supports a ‘learner’ in achieving 
a specific personal or professional goal. In the maritime 
context, coaching is mainly used to enhance and develop 

performance of individuals, but it can also be applied to teams in 
specific situations or events. Coaching is an extremely useful training 
tool for the development and support of officers.

Coaching versus mentoring
Coaching should not be confused with mentoring, which is a long-
term continuous development process where many aspects and skills 
are worked on to achieve overall growth. Coaching focuses more 
on specific individual skills or events with a defined start and end, 
providing immediate impact. 

The need for coaching
Across the maritime industry there is a growing and necessary effort 
to enhance the professional education and training of seafarers 
against the background of massive change. Lifelong development 
will ensure all mariners are able to coach and mentor their ship 
mates. Indeed, in the most successful maritime organisations, a 
culture of ‘continuous learning’ is increasingly embedded in long-
term growth and retention strategies.

In parallel, the maritime sector has witnessed a tremendous 
evolution in the understanding and development of good leadership 
at sea. From a long tradition of rigid and hierarchical leadership, 
where the captain tightly controlled all aspects of the operation 
and was both ‘feared and loved’ by his crew (and it has traditionally 
been ‘his’ crew – we have much work still to do on diversity), today 
we are increasingly witnessing a modern and collegial approach to 
shipboard leadership. 

The introduction of Bridge Resource Management and Engine 
Room Resource Management represents an important step in this 
evolution. They aim to create an interactive and balanced style of 
leadership where the knowledge and experience of the entire team is 
leveraged to achieve the best and safest conduct of operations. Senior 
leaders establish a culture of collaboration and an environment 
where junior members are encouraged to contribute both in the 
planning and execution stages of any activity. This, however, should 
not be misinterpreted; the responsibility and accountability for the 
safety of ship and crew remains with the most senior leaders.

This leadership approach should not be confined to the bridge 
or engine control room (ECR). It must permeate the entire 
vessel to create and sustain a safe and effective shipboard work 
environment where every employee is inspired to grow and advance 
their professional capabilities. This requires leadership at all levels 

and the establishment of a culture of respect, engagement and a 
commitment by all to speak up when they observe activities that are 
not consistent with the high professional standards expected.

Senior leaders need to enable this culture through ongoing 
coaching and mentoring. The adages of ‘leadership by wandering 
about’ and ‘showing what right looks like’ have never been 
more important as tools for creating an inclusive and safe work 
environment where all crew members feel valued and engaged. The 
entire team understands and assists in the achievement of overall 
ship goals and objectives while also benefitting from the associated 
opportunities to grow and develop under the coaching and 
mentoring of more seasoned shipmates – a win/win for all!

Professional training courses and associated coaching further 
enhance mariners’ knowledge, but represent only a part of the 
overall learning and development that occurs throughout a mariners’ 
career. The most successful seafarers will have ‘grown’ in a modern 
shipboard environment and been the recipients of ongoing coaching 
and mentoring. 

In the article above, Captain Hans Hederström, who played a 
key role in establishing the CSMART Academy in 2008 and was for 
many years its managing director, gives an important precis of the 
critical role of coaching. As you read and reflect on Hans’ important 
work, it may stimulate questions on how you are fostering a culture 
of lifelong learning in your organisation and how you are enabling 
coaching and mentoring as a proven tool for the development and 
retention of professional mariners at all levels. 

Once again, Hans is ‘ahead of the ship’ in providing his timely and 
important insights on the topic. Thanks, Hans!
Bill Truelove AFNI
Managing Director
CSMART

Coaching Mentoring

Focus on specific knowledge, 
skills, tasks

Focus on overall professional 
development and progress

Short term Longer term

Concrete feedback, e.g. on a 
specific piece of work

Intuitive feedback, e.g. a feeling 
on a given situation

Develops skills, e.g. managing a 
specific project

Develops capabilities, e.g. dealing 
with difficult people

Driven by coach, e.g. what the 
learner needs to develop in order 
to do the job

Driven by learner, e.g. what is 
currently bothering him/her

Shows where learner should 
improve

Helps learner to work it out him/
herself

(Adapted from Clutterbuck and Sweeney, 1998)
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Coaching guidelines for shiphandling 
The most obvious coach for officers learning shiphandling skills would 
be the captain. Although it is extraordinarily satisfying to skilfully 
manoeuvre a large ship alongside in difficult conditions, to successfully 
coach a less experienced officer to achieve the same result is a 
completely different proficiency. 

Unfortunately, coaching is not something that a captain can simply 
‘pick up’. Like other competencies, it requires preparation as well as 
the development of both a mindset and a manner of delivery. This 
makes all the difference between targeted, effective coaching and 
random advice in a trial and error operation.

In a team set-up of the type seen on Carnival bridges, captains can 
choose between two approaches for coaching. They can either act 
outside the bridge team in a ‘pure’ coaching role, or they can coach 
from the role of Operations Director (OD). If they are acting in the 
pure coach role, coaching should be directed towards the entire team, 
including the Operations Director. To direct comments solely to one 
officer would effectively mean that the captain would supplant the 
OD’s supervisory role. Therefore, should the captain wish to focus 
on an individual rather than the team, it would make sense to coach 
from the OD role or, during less stressful situations, from the role of 
co-navigator. On vessels with a smaller bridge team, of course, the issue 
is unlikely to arise.

Preparation and planning – coach
Preparing for a coaching session should start with the coach 
demonstrating to the person/people to be coached what will be 
expected. The following steps should be included:
l Produce a detailed plan for a manoeuvre;
l  Give the bridge team a briefing on the planned manoeuvre, 

including a strategy for dealing with environmental conditions;
l  Carry out the manoeuvre while the team observes;

Make use of ‘thinking aloud’ to support the officer’s understanding 
of the coaches’ intentions during the manoeuvre. (Comments should 
include intention, reason and outcome, but should focus on the 
outcome. For example: ‘My intention is to set a drift angle of 5 degrees 
to compensate for the 20 knot wind in order to stay in the middle of the 
channel.)
l	Make a printout and discuss the manoeuvre to clarify where needed.

 A coaching session must be scheduled well in advance to enable 
the officers being coached to prepare themselves and make a plan. If 
the officers have attended a simulator shiphandling course before a 
coaching session, it will provide a useful background to aid learning 
from a real-world experience. 

Preparation and planning  - officer
To ensure a successful outcome and valuable learning experience, 
officers being coached should first produce a detailed plan. This 
should include: 
l An outline of the vessel’s position at various stages;
l Navigational margins, speficied as a navigation corridor;
l  Speed margins, displayed as a range, e.g. 6-8 knots for each leg or 

part of a leg; 
l Indication of wheelover for turns;
l Distances to all hazards in the turning basins;
l Expected influence from environmental forces;
l A position for transferring of controls to/from the bridge wing.

Communication
Before getting into action, the officer should discuss the plan with 
the captain and explain how the wind and current are taken into 
consideration at 1) critical stages and 2) after major changes in the 
attack angle. The captain is required to engage in probing questioning 
to raise awareness and ensure success well in advance. They should 
also specify the circumstances under which they will take over the 
conn if the ship seems to be ending up in an undesirable situation. 

When the captain has approved the plan, the officer needs to brief 
the bridge team on the intended manoeuvre. In addition, the local 
pilot must be informed by the officer to avoid any misunderstandings.

Action 
During the operation, officers must ‘think aloud’, stating their 
intentions, reasons and expected outcome audibly and clearly to enable 
the coach/captain to easily follow what is going on. 

If there is a deviation from the planned parameters, the captain 
should use specific coaching techniques to make the officer aware 
of the anomaly. The recommended technique for this is ‘escalating 
intervention’ based on probing: ‘What is your intention?’ and / or 
alerting: ‘The speed is now 11 knots’. However, if this does not have the 
desired outcome, then a challenge needs to be expressed using words 
that raise attention such as: ‘I suggest’ or ‘I recommend’. The following 
example would constitute an outcome-based challenge or intervention: 
‘I recommend slowing down to bring the speed within agreed range.’

The coach should refrain from giving direct advice or orders as this 

How not to do it! [posed photograph]

Nick Nash FNI (back) coaching safety officer 
Enrico Coppola on board Royal Princess 

“We are doing 
8 knots now.”
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will mean a de facto but not formal taking over of the conn. Coaching 
is not telling people what to do, but helping them to discover for 
themselves what to do.

When everything is working out as planned, the captain should 
give only brief comments to confirm they are satisfied and for further 
encouragement. The coach/captain should avoid interfering with 
the operation as long as the ship is kept within agreed operating 
parameters. Officers must be allowed to come up with navigational 
decisions by themselves to learn and foster self-confidence. 

Pitfalls
Coaching can go wrong if the coach is interfering or advising 
excessively. Constantly probing or alerting might result in mental 
overload and induce unnecessary stress and ill-considered decisions. If 
the captain is giving direct orders, they are not coaching, but turning 
the officer into a mere extension of their arm. 

If the ship ends up in an undesired situation and the captain decides 
to take over the conn, it might harm the officer’s self-confidence if this 
situation has not been explained during preparation. 

Review and reflection
After the operation, the officer should make a print-out of the event 
and take some time alone to reflect on the whole experience and write 
down their impression of the operation. This reflection should include:
1. What went well?
2. Why did it go so well?
3. What can be improved concerning:
l Planning;
l Strategy with regards to environmental conditions;
l Operation – use of forces under control;
l Use of navigation equipment;
l Teamwork.

When all these are completed, the officer should have a face-to-
face meeting with the captain to share their experience. This session 
is where the learning process gains momentum and the coach can 
provide some valuable advice and give recognition for a job well done.

Good coaching is an important way to increase potential and 
enhance performance and prepare a senior officer (potentially your 
successor) for promotion to Captain . 
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