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BOYS AND GIRLS
The challenges crew face 

working in a department typically 

dominated by the opposite sex.

BEHIND BARS
We look at the legal 

ramifications for captains in an 
increasingly regulated industry.

SPRUCING UP
How interior crew can go 

the extra mile and upgrade 

the yacht’s interior. 

EMERGENCY!
What are the most common crew 

ailments? The facts and figures 
behind crew medical calls to shore.

Gain the professional maritime training you need
for the level of success you want to achieve.
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government agencies, global maritime businesses and individual crew members.
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Our staff and faculty care about our students, and work hard to ensure your
success. Whether it’s captaining a vessel, safeguarding marine environments,
designing advanced ocean engineering structures, crewing a luxury
megayacht, or keeping the world’s goods moving; MPT can provide the training
you need. Contact one of our career counselors to get started.
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BURNING ISSUES

The superyacht industry is 
one where each department, 
whether deck, interior or 
engine room, is heavily 
dominated by a particular sex. 
We speak to crew of  all levels, 
working in departments where 
they’re the minority, and ask 
whether the industry is doing 
enough to put a person before 
their gender. 

DECK 
“Look at any advertisement for yachting,” 
first mate Natasha (who requests we don’t 
use her last name) tells me. “The women 
are always stews, occasionally they’re the 
chef or a deckhand. The men are everything 
else, or anything except stews.” Deckhand: 
male. Captain: male. Engineer: male. Stew: 
female. These are the parameters the 
superyacht industry is setting based upon 
the demographic trends of our on-board 
departments. 

For some captains, having females in male-
dominated departments is beneficial by its 
very nature. “Almost without exception, I have 
found a very high level of professionalism 
among females borne, in part, I believe, from 
the fact they have to be better than their male 
counterparts to be able to succeed,” admits 
the captain of a 90m-plus superyacht. “Fair? 
Probably not. But certainly in deck-officer 
roles, some of the most conscientious and 
hard-working officers I have sailed with have 
been female.”

There is an argument that having women 
on deck can dilute the ‘lads’ club’ atmosphere 
that can build up over time, something this 
captain takes into consideration when hiring. 
“The relationship between male and female 
in the workplace can change the dynamic on 
a boat completely. I have worked with all-male 
crews and, very quickly, the atmosphere on 
board becomes very laddish and bad language 
the norm. Add a couple of females into the 
mix and behaviour changes completely, and 
for the better.” However, one first mate I 
spoke to, Monica (who also requests we don’t 
use her last name), isn’t so sure. “Sometimes 
on the larger boats, the banter is a little too 
much to cope with,” she tells me. “The large 
yachts often have a female deckhand in the 
team, based on the assumption the guys 
will be better behaved in her presence, but 
I’m not sure that’s a good reason – it’s a bit 
lazy. Perhaps this is something which should 
be considered by the bosun, or whoever is 
managing the deck department.”

The tendency for women to have a softer 
approach to guests, particularly those with 
young children, is also something to consider. 
Moreover, as stereotypical as it might sound, 
the ‘softer touch’ of a female pair of hands 
can go a long way. “I’ve had captains tell 
me they appreciate that females tend to be 
gentler on equipment, so they don’t break 
as much stuff, are better listeners and are 
more thorough,” recalls first mate Natasha, 
while for first mate Monica, that feminine 
touch goes a long way with her employers. 
“I have an eye for detail that all my owners 
have complimented me on,” she explains. “In 
the Caribbean, I’ll pluck a few flowers and 
decorate the tender. I can still be very girlie in 
that respect, and the owners love it.”

“I was chosen by the 
owner of our boat 

because they realised 
for a charter boat, 
it is safer to have 

a man rather than 
a woman on late 
service when you 
are alone with all 
the gentlemen.” – 

Sébastien Monnier, 
steward

Opening page and last page: 
Ex-superyacht engineer                 
Kellie-Eve Covington.
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ENGINE ROOM
“My [senior] chief engineer and I never set out to ‘create 
a space’ for female engineers. We hired the best available 
candidates at the time, and on three separate occasions, 
over a period of about five years, the best candidates 
happened to be female,” says Adrian O’Neill, captain 
of motoryacht Oasis, whose engineering department of 
three is two-thirds female. 

“In my case, once I have been employed by a vessel, 
gender has never been an issue with regards to me 
proving to be better than a male colleague,” admits 
Oasis’s female chief engineer. “I have always been 
judged on my skills, ability and work ethic. Having said 
that, I have always worked with captains, owners and 
crewmembers where this was not an issue.”

Dockwalking for female engineers can be tricky, 
as Oasis’s second engineer, Karolina Szot, points out. 
“The reactions were certainly different, mostly positive, 
although the famous question of whether I could use a 
spanner did come up once or twice, but I find it funny 
now.”

INTERIOR
There are two quite clear benefits to having a male in 
this typically female department. This first is that it will 
often – although not always – help when it comes to 
heavy lifting or reaching things at a height. The second 
is something that is arguably sometimes overlooked, and 
which the industry has certainly had problems with in 
the past. “I was chosen by the owner of our boat because 
they realised that for a charter boat, it is safer to have a 
man rather than a woman on late service when you are 
alone with all the gentlemen,” admits steward Sébastien 
Monnier. 

However, the nature of the industry means there is a 
particular type of interior stew that some owners demand. 
“It is hard to get positions in the interior, not because it’s 
heavily feminine but because owners like to have women 
around,” admits Monnier. Superyacht engineer Katherine 
Bruce, who is currently the refit project coordinator for 
Adela, agrees. “Many yachts are owned by men, and they 
like to be served by pretty girls and have fit-looking crew 
on deck,” she says. “It’s not so much people thinking 
people aren’t capable, it’s who they want doing the jobs.”

It is for this reason that crew need to be careful not 
to be pigeonholed within a particular department, 
something that’s all too easy when it comes to day work, 
where they are likely to accept anything simply to get 
a foot in the door. “On the first boat I worked on, the 
captain told me I should get a job as a deck/stew,” 
explains ex-superyacht engineer Kellie-Eve Covington. 
“He said everyone had to. But was the captain ever a 
stewardess? There is an assumption that all women need 
to start out as a stew, and women need to be really careful 
not to pigeonhole themselves into being a stew at the 
start of their career. Particularly for the deck department 
because once you’ve done a bit of stew work, and they 
can see you can do it, it’s very easy for girls to get roped 
into it. And suddenly, years down the line, it’s still what 
you’re doing. It’s important that women sit down and say, 
‘No, this is what I want to do’.”  
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THE UNIFORM PROBLEM
“One of the things that has bothered me from 
day one in this industry is uniform,” asserts 
first mate Natasha. “When you are a woman on 
deck, you’re in a no-man’s land for uniform. 
The exterior kit is almost always exclusively 
male, and the female uniform is almost 
exclusively for the interior.” 

As a result, crew are often left with three 
choices. Wear the exterior uniform which, 
once chosen to fit for women, is usually big, 
bulky and uncomfortable despite being 
practical for the men on deck. Or wear the 
interior uniform, generally impractical due 
to lack of pockets and belt loops, very short 
polos and shorter shorts, not to mention 
that you won’t match the men on deck. The 
last option is to to wear a bit of both which, 
understandably, doesn’t look great. 

“My formal wear on boats was men’s 
trousers, tie and belt, and women’s shirt and 
shoes. It was uncomfortable, and I didn’t 
match anyone else on the boat,” recalls 
Natasha. “I’m quite happy to wear what the 
boys are wearing so we match, but it has to be 
comfortable. The yachting clothing companies 
are terrible, especially if you’re bigger than 
a size eight. Eventually, you learn which 
companies make the items that fit you and are 
practical for working on deck, like a women’s 
shirt that is long enough to tuck in comfortably 
and shorts that will let you crouch down 
without showing the world your underwear. 
I love skorts and just wish they would make 
them with belt loops and pockets that fit actual   
items in them.”

DISCRIMINATION
Men working in the interior, it seems, are 
subject to what are aimed to be light-hearted 
comments. “Sometimes you get a joke about 
the fact that you should be outside helping the 
real boys do a real job, but this tends to change 
when you get respected for the work you do 
as a team,” explains Monnier. And the male 
steward of the previously mentioned 90m-plus 
motoryacht adds, “I’m quite a character, so 
to start with, the engineers like to ask me if I 
fancied coming back and doing some real work. 
But that petered out and I’m always available if 
they need a hand, and they know it. Regardless, 
I feel respected and appreciated by the entire 
crew.”

“Sometimes it can be a little embarrassing 
when you get praised for just doing your job,” 
admits first mate Natasha. “I had one captain 
who would beam with pride every time I 
emerged from the bilge or behind a piece of 
machinery, whereas for the guys it was a given 
that they would do that. And one owner, who 
was fascinated by how well I drove the tender 
and operated everything on the bridge, loved 
showing me off to his guests, whereas the guys 
were left alone. It’s very nice to be appreciated 
but you really are just doing your job, the 
same as the men.” Once, however, this pride 
in having a woman on deck made Natasha 
smile. “I had one captain very proudly answer 
the tired old question, ‘She’s the first mate?’ 
with a resounding, ‘Sure is, and I bet you 
anything she could kick your first mate’s ass’.                            
It made my day.”

But, unfortunately, there are some less 
positive accounts. When we hear that a 
crewmember hasn’t been considered for 
a job because of their gender, many of us 
automatically vent our rage to the closest 
person who will listen. But, in a fair few cases, 
there is a legitimate reason. The Maritime 
Labour Convention, 2006 (MLC) does 
not allow men and women to share cabins 
unless the flag state is provided with written 
confirmation that the crewmembers are happy 
with this. “I have had to share with males for 
most of my past jobs, but on a commercial 
yacht it’s now not possible,” explains first mate 
Frances Castle of motoryacht Quaranta. “I have 
no problem with this, but it is a shame not to 
get a job because of it.” 

Sometimes, however, this isn’t the reason. 
Engineer Bruce recalls, “I have been turned 
down for jobs simply because I was a woman, 
and usually the reason fell into one of three 
categories: those who needed sheer physical 
power on the boat, those who wanted a 
balanced mix of male and female crew for 
social harmony, and those who doubted a 
woman was capable of being a yacht engineer.” 
She adds, “The first two I can understand, but 
in the latter, I was usually just glad I had avoided 
working with someone if they had that attitude, 
so it’s never made me angry or bitter.”  

“I have seen a lot of 
bullying of girls on 

deck since I have been 
in yachting.”
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One account in particular, from a female 
first mate, is troubling. “I have seen a lot of 
bullying of girls on deck since I have been 
in yachting, on one boat after another. The 
girls just shrug their shoulders, but the issue 
is when you move up the ladder – you’re in a 
senior role and you need people’s respect. I 
won’t say it’s been easy for me, resulting in me 
being very defensive and frustrated, and I’m 
still learning how to deal with this. I think I 
have been very naïve these past few years. The 
reality is that it is extremely difficult.”

The biggest problem, she tells me, is 
the subtlety of what’s going on. “A female 
deckhand on a yacht I worked on previously 
wasn’t allowed, by the mate, to drive the 
tender, despite having her Yachtmaster and 
being capable, and the same happened to 
me. Things like this really do bring you down 
and destroy your self-confidence. I wonder if 
I’m just being paranoid, but I meet another 
woman and within minutes we come to the 
conclusion that, no, we are not paranoid.”

THE RESPONSIBILITY TO 
CREATE ROLE MODELS
“We’ve got a generation of strong, assertive 
women who will not take no for an answer,” 
first mate Monica tells me. “I think we’ve got 
many captains who know in the backs of their 
minds that it will be difficult [for women in 
the deck department], and yet they either will 
not, or cannot, do much for us in practice. But 
I can do my part by training these women. In 
the month I was on my last yacht, I put in a 
lot of effort in training the female deckhand. 
She can then train another girl when she 
is the mate. On Eclipse, I was trained by a 
female second officer and I am incredibly 
grateful to her. I went to visit her last week 
and she has passed her Master Unlimited.                             
It’s very inspiring.”  

“Sometimes it can be a little 
embarrassing when you get 

praised for just doing your job.” – 
Natasha, first mate
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BURNING ISSUES

Laurence Lewis, director 
of  YPI Crew, outlines the 
problems the recruitment 
agents face when it comes 
to making presumptions 
on board when it comes to 
someone’s gender.

As yacht crew recruiters, we are front-line 
witnesses in the gender disparity issue, but 
are also active players in improving diversity 
in the yachting industry. It is true that when 
we interview a talented female engineer or 
deck officer, we wholeheartedly champion 
her and take it as a personal challenge to 
place this candidate in a good job, in what 
are notoriously male-dominated fields. Our 
success rate in placing female engineers 
and deck officers is therefore high and, 
while some captains need a bit more 
encouragement than others to interview 
them, in general, clients do take our advice. 

Progressing from a chief officer’s position 
to that of a captain is where females often 
struggle most. Finding and convincing a 
yacht owner to believe in you and give you 
the first opportunity of a drive is challenging 
for men; for women, it is even harder to 
break that glass ceiling and progress to an 

interview, let alone a job offer. I wonder, do 
owners feel less comfortable with female 
captains or with the concept of a female 
captain? Perhaps social anthropology can 
help shed some light on this topic, but in the 
meantime, could we not partially attribute 
this lack of female captains to a simple lack 
of candidates? I think so. There is no synergy, 
no peer-to-peer endorsement, and if owners 
were systematically presented with more 
female CVs, more females would be hired – 
that’s simple maths. 

The question is, why do we see so few 
female officers and engineers on yachts if 
recruiters are successful in placing them? I 
came across some interesting figures from 
the World Maritime University (WMU), 
founded by the IMO. Dr Cleopatra Doumbia-
Henry, WMU president, noted that “The 
maritime industry is still predominantly male-
dominated, with women representing less  
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than two per cent of seafarers”. The gender bias in our industry 
is, therefore, only a reflection of what is happening elsewhere in 
the maritime world. Interestingly, she also stated that “through a 
targeted recruitment strategy, the annual intake of women in the 
WMU MSc programme has risen from roughly two per cent in the 
early 1980s to roughly 25 to 30 per cent in recent years”. 

Part of my job is to stay abreast of what goes on outside our 
industry, and it is refreshing to see how Science, Technology, 
Engineering and Mathematics (STEM) education has become 
such a high priority for our governments, especially in the UK. I 
am convinced this will also be a catalyst for more women to pursue 
careers in those fields, and this should, in time, also benefit the 
yachting industry.

We can, and do, place females in varied jobs on yachts, and my 
advice to female engineers and deck officers is to establish close 
links with a few good recruiters and work on a strategy to secure 
interviews together and, hopefully, get a good job. And, as I am 
finishing writing this paper, we have just received the good news 
that one of our female officers has just been offered a second 
officer job on a large motoryacht.  
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