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ABSTRACT

Management or leadership behaviour is regarded as a crucial component for the responsibility, duty 
and role of young maritime officers. This is due to the difficult, harsh and complex working environment 
that the maritime industry represents today which makes the duties and tasks of a maritime officer 
harder to manage as well as to administer. In light of these considerations, this study will focus on the 
maritime management level and leadership models which must reflect a young maritime officer today, 
by analysing first the diverse perspectives in connection to the leadership definition, the controversy 
over the leadership theories and leadership in light of maritime officers’ position. The authors are of 
the opinion that each leadership style has its weaknesses and strengths; therefore, the effectiveness 
of the leadership style depends mainly on the demand of the situation, particularly in the maritime 
working sector – characterized by a harsh and complex environment.

1	 Introduction

An army of sheep led by a lion is better  
than an army of lions led by a sheep.

Alexander the Great (Jane, 1915)

This renowned maxim emphasizes again the para-
mount importance that leaders reflect in terms of manag-
ing and steering human resources in different situations 
as well as diverse working environments. Therefore, it 
must be noted that leaders do not command excellence, 
they build excellence (Clark, 2008); and it is through this 
excellence-building process that leaders can be success-
ful in accomplishing the organization objectives in differ-
ent management levels. Considering the hardships and 
great responsibilities that working in maritime industry 
and international shipping represents nowadays, it is un-
derstandable the importance that signifies the leadership 
model of the management level working on-board ships.

In light of these considerations, the purpose of this re-
search is to analyse whether there is an appropriate lead-
ership approach for maritime working environment. In 

this respect, first, the diverse perspectives in defining lead-
ership will be discussed. Then, an analysis will follow as to 
the controversy over leadership theories. Finally, an exam-
ination of leadership in light of young maritime officers as 
well as first and second mates and other officers working 
on board ship will conclude this paper coupled normally 
with some final remarks regarding the conclusions. 

2	 Diverse Perspectives Regarding the 
Leadership Definition 

Defining leadership is fundamental towards carrying 
out a comprehensive assessment of the weaknesses and 
strengths characterizing ones leadership style. In this 
context, leadership has been defined in different ways 
from various authors. Thus, Bryman (1986) suggests that 
leadership involves a social influence process in which a 
person steers group members toward a goal (p. 2). Hunt 
(1986) maintains that leadership is the capacity to mo-
bilize in competition or conflict a potential need in a 
follower, i.e. a relationship of mutual stimulation and ele-
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vation that converts arousal into engagement and results 
(p. 238). 

Knootz & Weihrich (1990), refer to it as the art of in-
fluencing people so that they will strive willingly and de-
votedly toward the achievement of group goals (p. 344). 
Ingstrup & Crookall (1998), alternatively, consider leader-
ship an important factor in shaping an organization, com-
municating and implementing new strategies, creating 
new alignments, and building corporate character (pp. 52-
53). Furthermore, Dixon (2003), remarks that leadership 
is the ability to influence the attitudes and behaviour of 
others in order to achieve organization’s objectives with 
the maximum application of their abilities (p. 95). 

More recently, other authors assert that by leadership 
we mean the capability to shape what followers in fact 
want to do (Platow at al, 2007). Richard (2007), at last, 
claims that leadership is about persuading followers to 
work together effectively to achieve the shared moral vi-
sion (p. 17). In any event, the definition presented in the 
study of Bellefontaine (2008), i.e. “the leadership lies in 
mastering a wide range of skills and how to make the most 
of opportunities to learn, lead, and achieve your goals” (p. 
3) is the most comprehensive one, since it encompasses 
essential elements such as commitment, knowledge, and 
goal achievement, as well as reflects the substance of good 
leadership.

3	 Controversy over the Leadership Theories

The earlier studies of leadership were largely based 
on attempts to identify the traits that leaders possessed 
(Dixon, 2003). Thus, the trait theory, by promoting the 
view that leadership is innate, aims to identify the per-
son’s physical, mental and personality traits (Armstrong 
& Dawson, 1996) such as appearance, intelligence, adapt-
ability, aggressiveness, self-confidence, persistence, ini-
tiative, and cooperativeness (Koontz & Weihrich, 1990). 
In the following years the situational theory expanded 
trait approach to include the tasks to be completed, the 
factors affecting the situation both leader and followers 
are in, and the personality traits of the followers (Hunt, 
1986). Nevertheless, in 1960s, the contingency theory 
based on Fielder (1967) research emerged – asserting that 
to become a leader it would require not only personal at-
tributes and personalities, but also an active interaction 
between them and changing the situation. 

The transformational theory which is concerned with 
emotions, values, ethics and needs of the followers, as 
well as with setting long-term goals came into existence in 
1980s (Northouse, 2004), and soon after the transactional 
theory focusing on the organization management came 
into sight (Richard, 2007). Be that as it may, the common 
denominator of all these theories is that good leaders with 
sufficient character, determination and knowledge can tri-
umph over whatever reality they confront (Platow at al, 
2007). From the above discussion it appears that confu-
sion and controversy persists among researchers. 

In light of these considerations, it is submitted that 
trait-oriented theories lack clarity and support in explain-
ing leadership, because it is difficult for all leaders to pos-
sess the totality of traits, while non-leaders may possess 
the majority or all of them. On the other hand, ambiguity 
prevails as to how all the aforementioned approaches con-
ceptualize certain aspects of the leadership process; how 
they explain the link between styles and situations; as 
well as they are cumbersome to use in real-world settings 
(Northouse, 2004). Furthermore, the true power of lead-
ership is not attributed solely to leaders, but comes from 
the synergy of many people working together towards a 
common objective (Richard, 2007). 

At any rate, the view of this author is that the leadership 
style theory mainly suggested by authors such as Blake and 
Mouton, Dixon, Reddin, Harshey, Koontz & Weihreich and as 
analysed and explained by Bellefontaine, perhaps reflects 
the most advantageous mechanism through which the anal-
ysis of the leadership style relevant for this author’s work-
ing environment, and its relationship with human resource 
management may be best comprehended. For the pur-
pose of this research, therefore, the four leadership styles 
based on the ‘use of authority’ – Autocratic, Democratic, 
Laissez Faire, and Paternalistic (Bellefontaine, 2008) will be 
analysed.

In the autocratic style, the leader is seen as a person 
who commands and expects compliance (Dixon, 2003); he 
is dogmatic and positive, and leads by the ability to with-
hold or give rewards and punishment (Koontz & Weihrich, 
1990). By determining what will be done, by whom, at 
what time and in what way (Armstrong & Dawson, 1996), 
this leadership style gives high dependency on the lead-
er, but creates demotivation and alienation of the staff 
(Bellefontaine, 2008). Moreover, this approach is consid-
ered as a performance inhibitor rather than an enhancer, 
and its effectiveness is limited to times of emergency and 
massive change (Richard, 2007).

The democratic leader consults with subordinates on 
actions and decisions and encourages the participation 
from them (Koontz & Weihrich, 1990). He leads by posi-
tive endeavours to foster a team environment wherein all 
team members can reach their highest potential (Clark, 
2008), creating thus a new order in which empower-
ment, innovation and freedom to act are the key features 
(Northouse, 2004). The group participation in setting ob-
jectives and establishing strategies is fundamental in this 
style (Armstrong & Dawson, 1996) because helps motiva-
tion and involvement, but, at the same time, it may delay 
the decision-making process (Bellefontaine, 2008b).

Laissez Faire style is the approach wherein the leader 
provides to the subordinates a substantial degree of in-
dependence, leaving them to set their own goals and dis-
cover their own ways of achieving them (Dixon, 2003). 
One of the attributions of this approach is that the leader 
may delegate the authority and tasks to the subordinates 
(Ingstrup & Crookall, 1998). The leader in this style may 
be a facilitator which provides relevant information to the 
subordinates, and what’s more important, he acts as a con-
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tact with the external environment of the group (Koontz & 
Weihrich, 1990).

As far as paternalistic type is concerned, Bellefontaine 
(2008) correctly observes that the leader acts as a ‘father fig-
ure’ in respect to his subordinates. He works to help, guide, 
protect and keep his followers happily working together 
as members of a family (Peterson, 2008). Additionally, the 
leader in this leadership type places a condescending trust 
and confidence in subordinates whom he motivates with 
rewards and some punishment (Dixon, 2003). Paternalistic 
leader makes decisions and retain close policy control, but, 
at the same time, may consult, allowing upward communica-
tions and perspectives from its subordinates (Bellefontaine, 
2008b).

4	 Leadership in Light of the Position of Maritime 
Officers

An effective leadership style is essential for the posi-
tion of the maritime officers which are assigned on board 
a ship. Since in the beginning of their duty, most of young 
maritime officers, based on their inexistent experience, in 
general have a tendency to show a harsh behavior towards 
their subordinates, leading them perhaps with an iron 
hand, commanding and expecting compliance and obedi-
ence without considering their work and health condi-
tions, fatigue level, or their view regarding relevant issues. 
Sometimes the punishment on board a ship is considered 
the most appropriate mechanism to make the subordi-
nates comply even for tasks outside their area of expertise 
such as ordering a fatigued sailor who worked for twenty 
consecutive hours on board a ship to make extra work. 
The delegation of authority sometimes might be prohib-
ited for young maritime officers even when this is allowed 
by the relevant IMO regulations such as ISPS Code (2002), 
ISM Code, STCW Convention (1978), SUA (1988) or SOLAS 
Convention (74/78). This problematic issue probably re-
flects the ship masters’ lack of credibility towards the 
young maritime officers’ abilities and experience, given 
their short time being on board a ship.

Although maritime officers, as leaders, should be gen-
erally characterized by an autocratic leadership type, yet, 
young maritime officers’ behaviour is sometime inappro-
priate and ineffective; because, on board a ship is not only 
the senior officer alone who needs to be viewed as a leader, 
but also petty officers, cadets and sailors too need to dem-
onstrate good leadership if the ship as a whole is to perform 
exceptionally (Richard, 2007). Moreover, as Eisenhower 
notes, you do not lead by hammering people over the head 
– that’s assault, not leadership (Lewis, 2006). Richard 
(2007) also asserts that the ‘big stick’ must be avoided by 
a good leader, and that instead, recognition, respect and 
encouragement must be promoted among crew members. 
Additionally, excellent leadership depends basically on con-
stituent cooperation and support, successful delegation 
of the authority and on the communication effectiveness 
(Platow at al, 2007; Ingstrup & Crookall, 1998). 

For good leadership, traits such as maturity, bearing, 
fair-minded, tact, justice, integrity, confidence, coolness, 
goodwill, and candour must be the guiding light (Clark, 
2008). Bellefontaine (2008), in this regard notes that 
emotional stability and intelligence and passion are key 
traits for a superior leadership. In this context, Koontz & 
Weihrich, (1990) consider the fundamental understanding 
of people, and the climate the leader develops as essen-
tial ingredients of leadership (p.345). Finally, Northouse 
(2004) maintains that good leaders respect and serve oth-
ers, build good cooperation, and promote impartiality. In 
this respect, it is submitted that all these crucial traits are 
essential for maritime officers’ leadership style. 

Nonetheless, from the above discussion, conclusions 
may be drawn that perhaps there is no perfect leader-
ship style that might be suitable for all sorts of situations. 
Therefore, the effectiveness of the leadership style depends 
on the demand of the situation; particularly, in the maritime 
working environment, which implies high risk for accidents, 
harsh weather and working conditions, extra responsibil-
ity, increased fatigue and stress, and social isolation. Thus, 
the Autocratic style of leadership may be only appropriate 
where decisions need to be made quickly and decisively, as 
well as when total absence of discipline exists among subor-
dinates. On the other hand, the pre-dominated view is that 
the Democratic style appears to be more suitable for good 
leadership (Dixon, 2003), but in changing situations may be 
ineffective towards rapid decision-making (Bellefontaine, 
2008). Similarly, in spite of the fact that Laissez Faire style 
might embrace effective traits necessary for a good leader-
ship, this approach may again offer minimum direction and 
discipline, particularly, for emergency situations. 

5	 Conclusion

As a result, there are diverse perspectives and opin-
ions among scholars in defining leadership. At any rate, 
the definition suggested by Bellefontaine in his human re-
source study is considered the most complete according to 
the authors, because it encompasses essential leadership 
components and contains the pith and substance of the 
subject. Additionally, numerous leadership theories pro-
posed by many researchers may lead to the conclusions 
that inconsistency, confusion and perhaps controversy 
persists among scholars in analysing, defining and appre-
ciating the art of leadership. 

Be that as it may, the leadership style theory based on 
‘use of authority’ which consists of the autocratic, demo-
cratic, laissez faire, and paternalistic style reflects perhaps 
the potential mechanism through which the analyses of 
young maritime officers’ leadership style and its rela-
tionship with human resource management may be best 
comprehended. 

Moreover, due to the lack of the work experience, young 
maritime officers generally reflect an autocratic leadership 
style, which from the above discussion has been generally 
considered to be ineffective and unfruitful. As a final point, 
each leadership style has its weaknesses and strength. 
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Therefore, the effectiveness of the leadership style depends 
on the demand of the situation and the specific require-
ments, particularly in the maritime working sector – com-
monly characterized by a harsh environment. 
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