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Critical 
Communication
Understanding cultural factors 
enhances design and delivery 
of workplace safety training 
interventions.
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The Problem
According to U.S. Coast Guard statistics, the USCG
Eighth District, which encompasses the Gulf Coast
from Texas to the panhandle of Florida, has the second-

highest level of vessel losses and crew fatalities among
commercial fishermen. 

How Do You Fix That? 
First, work to understand these fishermen. The makeup

of the commercial fishing population along
the United States Gulf Coast is diverse, with
many Asian (primarily Vietnamese)
shrimpers. 

Cultural barriers can get in the way of critical
communication and interfere with receptiv-
ity to necessary safety training. For example,
during early community interactions with
Vietnamese shrimp fishermen, it came to light
that many lack basic navigation and commu-
nication skills despite many years of experi-
ence in the commercial fishing trades. This is
compounded by a language barrier, which
creates a reluctance to communicate, particu-
larly by radio. All of these challenges can lead
to hazardous situations on the waterways. 

AMANDA WICKMAN, B.S.
University of Texas Health Science Center

SARA SHEPHERD, M.A.M.S.
University of Texas Health Science Center 

GILBERT GALLARDO, A.A.
U.S. Coast Guard Eighth District
Commercial Fishing Vessel Safety

MATTHEW NONNENMANN, PH.D., C.I.H.
University of Texas Health Science Center 

Collaborative
EFFORTS

A trainer presents
navigation scenarios
in the classroom in
Vietnamese. All pho-
tos courtesy of the
Southwest Center for
Agricultural Health,
Injury Prevention, and
Education. 
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To successfully communicate with this seg-
ment, one must understand and embrace
its cultural norms. Compared to other
groups, the immigration pattern to the U.S.
among Vietnamese is more recent, resulting
in stronger cultural ties to their heritage.
Furthermore, older Vietnamese refugees
have more problems with language accul-
turation than their younger counterparts.
Research indicates this group responds best
when training is conducted in their native
language by trusted and respected author-
ity figures. 

How Does This Work?
Recognizing these issues early on, the
Southwest Center for Agricultural Health,
Injury Prevention, and Education (SW Ag
Center), in collaboration with USCG Ma-
rine Safety Unit Texas City, added a mod-
ule for safety training for Vietnamese
shrimp fishermen. 

Instructors in the SW Ag Center effort developed typi-
cal onboard scenarios that a skilled mariner used to in-
struct a small group of fishermen in Vietnamese on a
vessel bridge. The trainees then practiced the various
skills. 

Key skills included signaling with the horn and exe-
cuting a “mayday” call. For this skill training, the stu-
dents use a model that replicates a vessel’s steering
wheel, speed control, horn, and radio to simulate the
bridge of a fishing vessel. While video footage of ap-
proaching freighters is projected on a screen, the vessel

captains are instructed by an ex-
perienced mariner in Vietnamese
regarding how to listen to and sig-
nal approaching vessels with the
horn. 

Trainees are given a tip card with
English and Vietnamese instruc-
tions for conducting a radio may-
day call. They practice making the
call in English, with emphasis on
the essential elements. 

Future Direction
Feedback has been highly favor-
able. The project has demonstrated
the importance of considering cul-

tural factors, including language, in the design and de-
livery of workplace safety training interventions. It has
increased acceptance of the USCG as partners in safety,
and recognition by individual fisherman of their re-
sponsibility to be safe at work. Ongoing meetings with
multiple USCG stakeholders will focus on further pro-
gram development.

Mariners practice signaling and communication skills on the bridge of a shrimp vessel. 

An experienced Vietnamese freighter captain instructs a fisherman
during the navigation simulation.
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The laminated “mayday” tip card serves as a tool to help the fish-
erman communicate the call over the radio in English.

In an onboard training session presented in Vietnamese, the shrimp fishermen listen respectfully
to an experienced mariner. 




