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The “graying of the fleet” has been a persistent challenge in many fisheries worldwide, with an aging workforce and declining youth participation raising concerns about recruitment and knowledge transfer. However, since 2014–2015, Norway has experienced a reversal of this trend. This paper explores the phenomenon of “ungraying” in the Norwegian fishing fleet. Drawing on survey data and the Fisheries Employment System (FES) theoretical framework, the study finds that recruitment challenges are not widespread and current recruitment patterns reveal a strong reliance on social networks, though formal education is becoming more important. The Norwegian case illustrates how targeted policies, combined with evolving social and economic conditions, can address demographic challenges in fisheries. However, sustaining this trend requires adaptive strategies that balance the need for formal qualifications with mechanisms that maintain community-based engagement, ensuring the long-term vitality of coastal communities and the fisheries. This study contributes to the literature on fisheries recruitment and employment and introduces the Fisher Pathway Model (FPM), which is an analytical framework to capture the evolving FES and the interplay between primary and secondary socialization.
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1 Introduction

For decades, many fisheries nations have faced demographic changes in rural and coastal communities (Hamilton and Otterstad, 1998; Stein, 2019a). Alongside this, there has been a decline in number of fishers and an increase in the average age those engaged in commercial fishing. This phenomenon, often referred to as “the graying of the fleet” (Wink et al., 2007), has been extensively studies in the North American context (Cutler et al., 2022; Cramer et al., 2018; Haugen et al., 2021; Donkersloot and Carothers, 2016; Ringer et al., 2024; Johnson and Mazur, 2018). However, this phenomenon and its implications extend far beyond the North American context (Lebedef and Chambers, 2023; Maynou et al., 2013; White, 2015).

Research in various countries highlight several factors contributing to the graying of the fleet. Among these are management policy responses to ecological changes, such as fleet consolidation under limited entry regimes. These policies have increased the cost of entry for young fishers and reduced the number of small-scale operations, which often serve as entry point for young fishers (Cutler et al., 2022; Johnson and Mazur, 2018; Andreatta and Parlier, 2010; Richardsen, 2021). For example, in Bristol Bay and Kodiak, Alaska, the implementation of the halibut and sablefish IFQ program in 1995 raised the cost of access rights, creating substantial barriers for youth (Donkersloot and Carothers, 2016). Additionally, shifting occupational preferences among younger generation have further reduced the interest in pursuing a fishing career (Ringer et al., 2024; Johnsen and Vik, 2008).

The decline in the number of skilled fishers and the diminishing transfer of fisheries knowledge and expertise raise concerns for both the sustainability of the industry and the resilience of coastal communities (Johnson and Mazur, 2018). Further, fewer fisheries actors may reduce points of contact between the fleet and coastal communities, potentially disconnecting fleet from historical fishing communities (Sønvisen et al., 2011). With time, this may weaken the social and economic fabric of coastal fishing communities.

In Norway, the fisheries and seafood industry has played – and continues to play – a significant role in national, regional, and local economies. The about 10,000 registered fishers working in the Norwegian fishing fleet significantly impacts coastal communities through employment, income, and settlement (The Office of the Auditor General, 2020).

Despite of an increase in catch volume and value since 2000, the number of fishers in Norway has declined by over 30% in the same period (DoF, 2024a). Several factors contribute to this decline, with one factor being the lack of young fishers entering the fleet (Hagevik, 2006). Coupled with older fishers tending to remain in the occupation longer (Richardsen, 2021), this has led to an increase in the average age of the Norwegian fishers, rising from 43.1 years in 2004 to 45.4 years in 2018 (The Office of the Auditor General, 2020).

Although the graying of the fleet is a challenge in many fisheries (Muratore, 2024; Ringer et al., 2024), in recent years, Norway appears to be “swimming against the current.” Since 2014, the long-term decline in number of fishers has stabilized, and between 2014 and 2023, the number of full-time fishers increased by 271 (from 9,386 to 9,657, a 3% increase). Notably, this growth has been driven by fishers under 30, whose numbers have risen from 1,613 in 2014 to 2,257 in 2023 (a 40% increase) (The Office of the Auditor General, 2020; DoF, 2025).

To explore this “ungraying of the fleet” phenomenon in Norway, this study examines recruitment trends and patterns in the Norwegian fishing fleet anno 2023. Specifically, we ask:


	• Do vessel owners experience recruitment challenges?

	• What are the current recruitment patterns?

	• What is the outlook for retaining fishers in the near future?



Drawing on quantitative survey data and a theoretical framework derived from Fisheries Employment System (FES) theory, this article contributes to the understanding of the “graying of the fleet” phenomenon and the broader literature on fleet recruitment. Understanding the dynamics and complexities of this ungraying trend is crucial for developing effective strategies to rejuvenate fishing fleets and ensure sustainable coastal communities, both in Norway and globally.

The paper is structured as follows: Section 2 presents the theoretical framework, followed by a description of the methods used and the representativeness of our data in Section 3. Section 4 outlines the findings, which are discussed in Section 5. Section 6 outlines directions for future research, and the paper concludes in Section 7.



2 Theoretical framework – the changing employment system

In this paper, our point of departure is the theoretical framework of the Coastal Employment System (CES) (Jentoft and Wadel, 1984; Johnsen, 2004). This theory builds on Berger and Luckmann’s (1967) concepts of primary and secondary socialization and is rooted in the notion that recruitment is intricately linked to socialization processes within fisheries communities. Consequently, the phenomenon of the “graying of the fleet” is not only linked to recruitment but also to processes of socialization.

In the CES the fishing fleet has played a central role as the site where constituting economic and social activities occur. In close-knit coastal communities, young individuals develop knowledge and interest in fishing through intimate relationships with family and friends. This reflects what Berger and Luckmann (1967) described as primary socialization, which takes place within personal and affective relationships in local environments. During this process, children acquire the knowledge, values, and norms specific to their social networks.

The primary socialization is followed by what Berger and Luckmann (1967) termed secondary socialization. Secondary socialization is a more structured and formal process, involving the acquisition of specialized fishing skills. This often entails formal education, apprenticeships, or on-board training, culminating in the attainment of certificates (tickets) and qualifications necessary to becoming a qualified fisher. As technology advances and formal requirements for participation increase, secondary socialization can be expected to play an increasingly important role in recruitment.

Due to radical changes both in fisheries and coastal communities since the 1980s and 1990s (Johnsen, 2004), the CES theory cannot be directly applied in the contemporary situation. Significant shifts in all aspects of life, such as the expansion of education, the need for dual incomes, the emergence of stable income-generating jobs for women, and evolving expectations around family life – with men taking more active roles in childcare and household responsibilities – have challenged the traditional division of labor.

Traditionally, the CES in Norway and other North Atlantic countries was gendered, with a strict division of labor between men and women. Fishing was male dominated, while women were involved in processing and land-based services that supported the fishing activity (Gerrard and Kleiber, 2019). This employment system reinforced the cultural patriarchy, power dynamics, and structural access to positions and resources within the community (Calderón-Contreras and White, 2020). Over time, however, more women began to enter the fisheries (Gerrard and Kleiber, 2019).

Simultaneously, reduced number of fishers and vessels, fewer fishing families, and changes in the operational patterns of the fishing fleet made fishing less geographically tied to coastal communities. This detachment, as described by Sønvisen et al. (2011) and Sønvisen (2013), weakened traditional patterns of primary socialization through local communities. New networks for fishing employment have emerged, becoming more specialized and extending beyond coastal communities, even internationally. As a result, the traditional CES evolved into a more professionalized Fisheries Employment System (FES), where primary and secondary socialization processes became more interwoven. In this paper, we make use of the FES framework (Sønvisen et al., 2011; Sønvisen, 2013).

Before 1990, Norway’s fisheries, dominated by vessels under 28 meters, operated under open access with minimal regulations and low profitability. Employment and catch capacity were partially sustained through direct subsidies to the fishing fleet. After 1990, with the closure of the main fisheries, Norway’s commercial fisheries became strictly regulated, introducing access and catch limitations in form of permits and quotas. Moreover, direct subsidies were removed. These changes led to structural adaptations of the fleet, which reduced the demand for labor, limiting opportunities for local people in the fleet. The changes in the relationship between fisheries and communities must be understood against the backdrop of these regulatory transformations (for a general overview of the system see Johnsen and Jentoft, 2017; Johnsen, 2020). The FES approach acknowledges that social-ecological changes have significantly influenced – and continues to influence – the employment system.



3 Methods

To answer our research questions, we make use of multi-method approach consisting of quantitative and qualitative methods. The following section describes the study design.


3.1 Data collection

The primary quantitative data in this article stems from the survey conducted as a part of the Recruitment 2023 Study (Sønvisen et al., 2023), which builds on two earlier studies (Johnsen and Vik, 2008; Sønvisen et al., 2017). The purpose of all three studies have been to examine how changes in fleet structure and technology have impacted recruitment to the Norwegian fishing fleet. These studies collected quantitative data through a nationwide survey of active fishers and fishing vessel owners.

The data collected includes information on demographics, recruitment practices, career perspectives, and opinions about developments in the fishing industry, providing insights into employment systems and recruitment challenges over time. The 2023 survey was conducted during the spring and summer through mobile phone interviews administered by the professional polling agency Norfakta.

Of the total 9,597 fishers listed in the official fisher registry (DoF, 2024a), Norfakta had access to approximately 5,000 fisher phone numbers. A total of 921 fishers answered the survey, yielding a response rate of just above 18%. Informants were randomly selected from the Official Fisher Registry (Fiskermanntallet) of full-time fishers (Blad-B). This registry is open to all individuals with permanent residency in Norway, provided their income from non-fishing activities does not exceed a specific threshold. Registration is mandatory for all vessel owners, but optional for crew members. Due the seasonality and high mobility in Norwegian fisheries, mobile phone interviews have proven to be the most effective method for reaching a representative sample of fishers.

The survey consisted of 33 questions, 14 of which were exclusively directed at vessel owners, focusing on vessel operations. These questions addressed topics such as origins of recruits, recruitment methods, desired qualities in recruits, experienced recruitment problems, and expectations for the future. The remaining questions were directed at both vessel owners and crew, covering topics such as motivations for becoming fishers, health-related issues, technological developments, and fisheries policy. Additionally, the survey included questions on demographic and operations, such as geographic location, gender, vessel size, and type of fishing.

Most questions had predefined answer options, such as a Likert scale ranging from 1 to 6 (e.g., 1 = highly unlikely, 5 = highly likely, 6 = I do not know/do not want to answer). While most questions required a single response, some allowed for multiple answers, and a few included open-ended response options. For a detailed list of survey questions, see Attachment 1: Survey Questions.

This survey data was supplemented with open-access quantitative data from the Directorate of Fisheries (DoF), including data from the official fisher and vessel registries. This additional data was used to illustrate changes in number of fishers over the years and to analyze the representativity of the sample.

In addition, to the quantitative data, we used scientific reports, scientific articles, and newspaper articles. In particular, and for comparison, we relied upon two previous recruitment surveys from 2007 (Johnsen and Vik, 2008) and 2015 (Sønvisen et al., 2017).



3.2 Analysis

The analysis combined descriptive and inferential statistical techniques to examine recruitment and retention trends in the Norwegian fishing fleet. Official registry data from the Directorate of Fisheries (DoF) were analyzed to identify long-term developments in fisher demographics and labor engagement from 2003 to 2023. Time series visualizations were used to illustrate changes in the total number of fishers and in the subset under the age of 30.

Survey data from fishers (n = 921) were analyzed using descriptive statistics to assess perceptions of recruitment challenges, sources of recruitment, skill requirements, motivations for entering the occupation, and expectations about the future. Frequencies and percentages were reported for all categorical variables, and results were presented across relevant fleet segments (small coastal, large coastal, and deep-sea vessels).

Cross-tabulations were used to explore variation in recruitment experiences and retention expectations between fleet segments. Pearson chi-square tests (Løvås, 2018) were employed to test for statistically significant differences between groups.

The analysis was carried out using IBM SPSS version 29.0.2.0 (20). Graphs and tables were subsequently created in Excel based on the SPSS analysis.



3.3 The sample

Table 1 presents the characteristics of the sample. Of the 921 informants, 506 of them were crew members, 184 were vessel owners without crew (fishers fishing alone), and 231 were vessel owners with crew. A total of 889 informants identified as male, while 32 identified as female.


TABLE 1 Characteristics of the sample.
 

 	Variable 	Numbers/years


 	Crew 	506


 	Vessel owner without crew 	184


 	Vessel owner with crew 	231


 	Male 	889


 	Female 	32


 	Average age 	46.9


 	Years working as a fisher (average) 	25




 

Distinguishing between vessel owners with and without crew is crucial for the analysis, as recruitment involves both crew members and vessel owners. While vessels owners without crew play a significant role in supporting coastal employment and settlement through self-employment, vessel owners with crew make strategic decisions regarding recruitment that may affect employment both within and beyond their local communities.

The average age of the informants in our survey was 46.9, compared to 43 years in the official registry. Women comprised 3.5% of the sample, which is lower than the 5% representation in the official registry (DoF, 2024a). The underrepresentation of women was anticipated, given the relatively low number of women in the fishing fleet and the difficulty of locating them in a random sample.



3.4 Representativeness

Several analyses were conducted to assess the representativeness of the sample. First, the age of respondents was compared to that of full-time fishers (Blad-B) in the official fisher registry. Table 2 shows that the age group 50–59 was somewhat overrepresented, while the age group 20–29 was underrepresented. One reason for the underrepresentation of young people, may be that young people are particularly difficult to reach, often refusing to participate in surveys (Blaker, 2019).


TABLE 2 Representativeness of the sample in terms of age (DoF, 2024a).


	Year
	Recruit23 (n = 921)
	Fisher registry (n = 9,597)
	Deviation

 

 	<20 	0.9% 	3.6% 	−2.7%


 	20–29 	14.7% 	18.8% 	−4.1%


 	30–39 	17.0% 	19.2% 	−2.2%


 	40–49 	19.0% 	16.3% 	2.7%


 	50–59 	27.3% 	21.7% 	5.5%


 	60–69 	17.5% 	15.6% 	1.9%


 	70+ 	3.7% 	4.8% 	−1.1%


 	Total 	100% 	100% 	




 

Secondly, we analyzed the representativity of the sample in terms of geography. Table 3 shows that most respondents hailed from the biggest fisheries counties, particularly the northernmost counties of Troms and Finnmark (24.5%), as well as Nordland (20.1%), with substantial representation from Møre and Romsdal (21.0%) and Vestland (18.1%). It also shows minor differences between our survey and the official fisher registry. The largest discrepancy is in the county of Vestland, where our survey overrepresents the official registry by 1,8%.


TABLE 3 Representativity in terms of geography (DoF, 2024a).


	County
	Recruit23 (n = 921)
	Full-time fishers Blad B (n = 9,597)
	Deviation

 

 	Troms og Finnmark 	24.5% 	24.1% 	0.4%


 	Nordland 	20.1% 	21.0% 	−0.9%


 	Trøndelag 	4.5% 	5.2% 	−0.7%


 	Møre og Romsdal 	21.0% 	21.7% 	−0.7%


 	Vestland 	18.1% 	16.3% 	1.8%


 	Rogaland 	4.7% 	4.3% 	0.4%


 	Agder 	3.1% 	3.3% 	−0.2%


 	Vestfold og Telemark 	1.3% 	1.3% 	0.0%


 	Viken 	1.7% 	1.7% 	0.0%


 	Oslo 	0.8% 	0.7% 	0.1%


 	NA 	0.2% 	0.3% 	−0.1%


 	Total 	100% 	100% 	




 

Third, we analyzed the representativeness of our sample regarding the distribution of vessel owners (and, by extension, crew members). In Norway the Participation Act (Deltakerloven), requires vessel owners to be active fishers; thus, we can reasonably assume that each vessel has one registered owner. Thus, the official fishing vessel registry serves as a proxy for estimating the number of vessel owners. To focus on full-time fishers and active commercial vessels, we included only vessels generating a minimum annual income of NOK 50,000 (approx. USD 4,700).

Table 4 shows that the proportion of vessel owners (with crew and without crew) compared to crew members is consistent between our survey and the official registry, with 45% being vessel owners and 55% being crew members. However, a limitation of this comparison is that a single vessel owner may own several vessels, making the two figures not entirely comparable. This may however be offset by the fact that some vessels have more than one owner. Nevertheless, according to the DoF (2021), the majority of vessels are owned by a single individual.


TABLE 4 Representativeness of sample in terms of role (DoF, 2024c).


	Role
	Recruit23
	Official registry



	Count
	Share
	Count
	Share

 

 	Crew 	506 	55% 	5,306 	55%


 	Vessel owner without crew 	184 	20% 	4,291 	45%


 	Vessel owner with crew 	231 	25%


 	Total 	921 	100% 	9,597 	100%




 

Despite minor deviations, the sample was considered representative in terms of age, gender geography, and role (crew and vessel owners), thereby reflecting the entire fishing fleet (Sønvisen et al., 2023).




4 Results

In the following sections, we present the empirical data to explore why the Norwegian fishing fleet is “swimming against the current” and experiencing an ungraying trend. First, we examine the recent development in the number of fishers in the fleet and compare this with the vessel owners’ own perceptions of the recruitment situation. Next, we analyze the current recruitment patterns in the Norwegian fishing fleet. Finally, we address retention by examining the future outlook through the perspectives of the fishers themselves.


4.1 Development in numbers of fishers

In this section, we will first explore the development of the number of fishers in the Norwegian fishing fleet since 2003, using official data from the Directorate of Fisheries (DoF). Then, from section 4.2 onward, we present our findings on recruitment and recruitment patterns. Since recruitment involves onboarding young people, we focus particularly on the recruitment of youth (under the age of 30).

Over the past two decades, the number of full-time fishers has decreased, from around 13,821 in 2003 to about 9,657 in 2023. However, this trend has leveled off since 2015 (Figure 1). A similar pattern is observed among fishers under the age of 30. While the overall number of fishers in this age group declined between 2003 and 2023, it has risen since 2014, increasing from 1,613 to 2,257 in 2023 – a growth of 40% (Figure 2) (DoF, 2025).

[image: Bar chart showing the number of fishers from 2003 to 2023. The count starts at 13,821 in 2003, decreases annually until reaching a low of 9,259 in 2015, then gradually rises to 9,657 in 2023.]

FIGURE 1
 Development in total number of fishers in the Norwegian fishing fleet from 2003 to 2023 (DoF, 2025).


[image: Bar chart titled "Number of Fishers Under 30 Years of Age 2003-2023." It displays yearly data from 2003 to 2023. The numbers start at 2,734 in 2003, decrease over the years, reaching a low of 1,613 in 2015, and increase to 2,257 by 2023.]

FIGURE 2
 Development in number of fishers under the age of 30 from 2003 to 2023 (DoF, 2025).


The annual profitability surveys of the fishing fleet, conducted by the DoF, indicate a continuous improvement in fleet profitability during this period (DoF, 2024b). These surveys, based on accounting data from a representative selection of Norwegian fishing vessels, assess the economic performance of various fleet segments, focusing on income, costs, and profitability.

Furthermore, despite the reduced number of vessels, the DoF’s estimates reveal a rise in both employment and labor efforts within the fleet. A modernized fishing fleet with larger quotas appears better equipped to operate year-round with higher profit margins, enabling fleet operators to expand their workforce. Even among smaller coastal vessels, the use of shift systems has become increasingly common (DoF, 2024c).



4.2 Vessel owners’ perception of recruitment problems

Regardless of whether the total number of fishers is increasing or decreasing, a key question remains: do Norwegian vessel owners have sufficient crew to operate? In 2023, 67% of vessel owners with crew (n = 231) either disagreed or strongly disagreed with the statement: “I have had problems acquiring crew for my vessel” (Figure 3).

[image: Bar chart showing responses to "I have had problems finding crew for my boat." Completely disagree: 50%, Disagree: 10%, Neither nor: 15%, Agree: 5%, Completely agree: 5%, Don't know: 1%.]

FIGURE 3
 Experienced recruitment problem in the fishing fleet? (vessel owner with crew, n = 231).


However, we cannot assume that this is the case across the fleet. Deep-sea vessels, which require larger crews, may face different recruitment challenges, compared to smaller coastal vessels. For the analysis, the fleet was divided into three categories: small coastal vessels (under 15 meters), large coastal vessels (15–27.99 m), and offshore or deep-sea vessels (28 m and above). Given their larger crew requirements, it was reasonable to expect that large coastal vessels and deep-sea vessels may encounter greater recruitment challenges. However, as seen in Table 5, neither of these vessel categories reported recruitment problems.


TABLE 5 Recruitment challenges in various fleet segments (vessel owner with crew, n = 231).


	To what degree do you agree or disagree that “I have had problems finding crew for my boat”?
	Small coast
	Large coast
	Deep sea

 

 	Completely disagree 	54% 	43% 	66%


 	Disagree 	8% 	27% 	11%


 	Neither nor 	21% 	13% 	9%


 	Agree 	7% 	7% 	6%


 	Completely agree 	8% 	10% 	8%


 	Do not know 	3% 	0% 	0%





Pearson chi-square 16,849; df 15; p = 0,328.
 



4.3 Recruitment patterns

While the fishing fleet in 2023 did not experience a recruitment problem, its future vitality hinges on the continual influx of new fishers. Therefore, understanding why individuals choose to pursue a career in fishing and where they originate from is important. Exploring the latter aspect first – the origins of recruits, we asked vessel owners with crew “where do the recruits come from geographically?” Table 6 shows that for the smaller vessels’ recruits hail from a smaller geography (e.g., home municipality, indicated by higher share in darker green); whereas larger sized vessels’ recruits come from a larger geography (e.g., all of Norway).


TABLE 6 From where recruits come from (vessel owner with crew, n = 231).


	Recruit from
	Small coast (n = 136)
	Large coast (n = 30)
	Deep sea (n = 64)

 

 	Own family 	27% 	17% 	25%


 	Home municipality 	45% 	37% 	42%


 	Home county 	38% 	43% 	48%


 	Norway 	22% 	27% 	44%


 	Other countries 	5% 	17% 	13%





Significant difference for recruitment from “Norway” (Pearson chi-square 10.505; df: 3; p = 0.015).
 

To understand why fishers decided to pursue a career in fishing, we asked our respondents to evaluate the importance of various factors influencing their decision to become fishers. Figure 4 shows the responses to the question “How important were the following factors for you to become a fisher?” “I do not know” and “Do not want to answer” have been omitted (from 0.2 to 1.7% of the answers). The vast majority were drawn to the profession due to their interest in fishing (87%), but the sense of freedom in the occupation was also important (83%). These factors were followed by good income opportunities in fishing (70%), a desire to be independent (69%), being in nature (66%) and friendship (61%). Other factors of less importance for the occupational choice were that there were many fishers in the family (39%), they felt it was a duty to become a fisher (30%), and they had no alternative job opportunities (18%).

[image: Bar chart titled "Reasons for becoming a fisher," detailing importance levels of various reasons. "Interest in fishing" and "Independence" rank high in importance, while "No other employment opportunities" and "Duty to continue a tradition" are mostly considered unimportant. Colors denote importance levels: very little (dark red), little (red), neutral (gray), important (light green), and very important (dark green).]

FIGURE 4
 Reasons for becoming fishers (all fishers, n = 921).


Another crucial aspect related to the recruitment of young fishers is the channels through which vessel owners conduct their recruitment efforts. Understanding these channels is essential for informing recruitment policies. Table 7 shows the recruitment channels vessel owners with crew utilize in the various fleet segments to recruit crew members. The table shows that most vessel owners, regardless of fleet segment, rely on social networks as a primary mode of recruitment (61%). The second most utilized channel for recruiting fishes is social media (17%), followed by other methods (13%), and vocational schools (11%). There was no significant difference between the fleet segment apart from “cooperation with other vessels.”


TABLE 7 Recruitment channels (vessel owner with crew, n = 231).


	Recruitment channels
	Small coast (n = 136)
	Large coast (n = 30)
	Deep sea (n = 64)
	Total

 

 	Acquaintance and social networks 	63% 	47% 	66% 	61%


 	Social media 	15% 	10% 	23% 	17%


 	Other 	8% 	23% 	19% 	13%


 	Vocational schools 	7% 	17% 	16% 	11%


 	Requests from potential recruits 	7% 	10% 	8% 	8%


 	Advertising 	5% 	3% 	9% 	6%


 	Do not know 	7% 	3% 	3% 	5%


 	Cooperation with other vessels 	2% 	10% 	3% 	4%


 	Employment agencies 	2% 	0% 	0% 	1%





Sign. difference for “recruitment through cooperation with other vessels” (Pearson chi-square 28.791; df: 3; p < 0.000).
 

Yet another critical aspect concerning recruitment pertains to the skills and competencies demanded of recruits. Table 8 shows the specific skills and competencies vessel owners seek in their recruits. Foremost among these is the willingness to work, which encompasses factors such as working capacity and effort. Despite the growing importance of formal education in society in general, only 5% of vessel owners demand formal education. Of particular significance is the observation that most skills and competencies demanded revolve around personal attributes. This underscores the importance of qualities such as motivation, adaptability, communication skills, and teamwork – attributes that are often cultivated through life experiences and on-the-job training.


TABLE 8 Demanded skills and competencies in recruits (vessel owners with crew, n = 231).


	As an owner, which qualities do you emphasize and demand in recruits?

 

 	Willingness to work (incl. Work capacity/effort) 	45%


 	Interest 	29%


 	Dutiful (incl. Honest/punctual) 	21%


 	Willingness to learn 	16%


 	Collaborative (incl. Social/sociable) 	10%


 	Independence 	8%


 	Experience (incl. Practical knowledge) 	8%


 	Good mood 	6%


 	Education 	5%


 	Physically strong (incl. Good shape) 	4%


 	Sobriety 	2%


 	Safety focus 	2%




 



4.4 Retention of fishers – thoughts about the future in fishing

Retaining young people within the fishing industry is crucial for its sustenance and development. A key measure of potential retention is whether respondents envision themselves remaining in the industry. Table 9 shows what the informants think they will be doing in 5 years. Most informants (between 72 and 77%) think they are still fishing. Between 13 and 19% think they are retired by then. Among crew members 1% think they will have started a fisheries education, 2% may have quit fishing, while less than 1% have bought their own vessel (There was no significant difference between the groups).


TABLE 9 What fishers see themselves doing in 5 years (n = 921).


	What do you think you will be doing in 5 years?
	Crew (n = 506)
	Vessel owner without crew (n = 184)
	Vessel owner with crew (n = 231)
	Total (n = 921)

 

 	Same as now 	76% 	72% 	77% 	76%


 	Retired 	13% 	19% 	17% 	15%


 	Fisheries education 	1% 	0% 	0% 	1%


 	Quit fishing 	2% 	1% 	1% 	1%


 	Work in other maritime industry 	1% 	1% 	1% 	1%


 	Bought my own boat 	<1% 	 	 	0%


 	Work in oil/supply 	1% 	0% 	0% 	0%


 	Other 	4% 	3% 	2% 	3%


 	Do not know 	3% 	5% 	2% 	3%





Pearson Chi-Square 22.976; df: 16; p = 0.114.
 

Another gauge of potential retention lies in the future expectations of fishers. Consequently, all vessel owners, with crew (n = 231) and without crew (n = 184), were asked about their expectations regarding the financial developments of their business in the next 5 years. Among them, 55% expressed optimism, foreseeing positive economic growth within the next 5 years. Conversely, 27% held a pessimistic outlook, anticipating a decline in economic results (There was no significant difference between the two groups).

This finding must be contextualized within the broader economic trajectory of recent periods, as this is likely to affect future expectations. Therefore, vessel owners with crew (n = 231) and vessel owners without crew (n = 184) were asked about the economic performance over the past 5 years. Almost 80% of respondents indicated a positive direction in economic results during this period (There was no significant difference between the two groups).

A final, and important, metric for assessing potential retention, is the level of satisfaction with the occupation, which tends to positively correlate with the likelihood of individuals recommending the occupation to others (Lee et al., 2023). All respondents received this question and in total 87% affirmed that they would recommend the occupation to others. On this question, crew members were significantly more positive to recommend the fishing occupations (93%), compared to vessel owners with crew (85%) and without crew (76%) (Pearson chi-square 45.026; df: 6; p < 0.0000).




5 Discussion

In this section, we will discuss our findings and highlight how they contribute to the “ungraying” of the Norwegian fishing fleet. We will mirror our findings with other research, in particular, the recruitment studies carried out in 2007 and 2015 (Sønvisen et al., 2017; Johnsen and Vik, 2008). The questions to be discussed are: (1) whether vessel owners face recruitment problems, (2) what the current recruitment patterns are, and (3) the prospects for retaining fishers in the near future. We then discuss (4) various recruitment and fisheries policies that may have contributed to recruitment to varying degrees, before we (5) summarize our findings in a comprehensive model for fleet recruitment.


5.1 Recruitment problems

Our findings indicate that there is currently no widespread recruitment problem in the Norwegian fishing fleet. Between 2007 and 2015, the number of active fishing vessel declined by 11% and the number of full-time fishers decreased by 16% (DoF, 2024c). During the same period, the average age of fishers rose from 46.5 to 47.2 years (Johnsen and Vik, 2008; Sønvisen et al., 2017). This rise was partly driven by a 9% decline in number of fishers under the age of 30 and a 12% increase in fishers over the age of 60 (DoF, 2025).

While these trends reflect an aging workforce, they do not point to an acute recruitment crisis. Although the share of vessel owners reporting difficulty in hiring crew increased from 10.6% in 2007 to 20.6% in 2015, the majority still reported being able to recruit the crew they needed (Sønvisen et al., 2017; Johnsen and Vik, 2008).

Moreover, recruitment challenges at the local level were often mitigated through the open labor market within the European Economic Area (EEA). In both 2007 and 2015, around one in five vessel owners reported hiring crew from abroad – primarily from other Nordic countries and the wider EEA (Sønvisen et al., 2017; Johnsen and Vik, 2008).

These trends shifted between 2015 and 2023, as the decline in numbers of fishers began to reverse around 2014–2015. From 2015 to 2023, there was a marginal increase of 40 active vessels (1%) and around 4% rise in the number of full-time fishers. Similarly, the number of young fishers under the age of 30 grew by 35% and the number of fishers over the age of 60 declined by 4% (DoF, 2024c, 2025). As a result, the average age of fishers slightly decreased from 47.2 to 46.9 years (Sønvisen et al., 2017; Johnsen and Vik, 2008).

At the same time, the share of vessel owners reporting recruitment problems dropped from 20.6% in 2017 to 14.7% in 2023 (Sønvisen et al., 2017; Johnsen and Vik, 2008). In our survey, vessel owners also reported that the use of foreign crew has remained at the same level as in 2007 and 2015. These positive trends appear to be associated with an improved recruitment situation.

However, whether the graying or “ungraying” of the fleet can be used as an indicator for a recruitment problem in the fleet, is not clear cut, as it may be only one of several indicators. First, no baseline has been established for what constitutes a “healthy” age structure in the fisheries. Employment levels in the past, prior to the introduction of modern resource management, do not represent an ideal condition due to issues such as overfishing and low profitability. Second, fisheries development is not linear. After a period of increased average age of the fishers in Norway, there are now signs of a generational shift, suggesting that the fleet’s development is cyclical. However, a generational shift depends on the availability of new entrants, making it essential to understand current recruitment patterns and mechanisms. These cycles are influenced by multiple factors, which will be discussed in the following section.



5.2 Recruitment patterns

As in 2007 and 2015, recruitment into the fishing fleet anno 2023 remains heavily reliant on social networks, with primary socialization continuing to play a key role. This aligns with previous studies of the Fisheries Employment System (FES) (Sønvisen et al., 2011), which showed that primary socialization – based on face-to-face interactions and affective relations – introduced youth to fishing, integrated them into the fisheries culture, and equipped them with essential skills. This process ensured that young people were recruited onto family and community vessels, maintaining the generational transfer of knowledge and skills (Hetland, 1984; Johnsen, 2004).

However, studies indicate that growing specialization in fishing operations and the rise in formal requirements have compelled vessel owners to recruit beyond their local communities (Sønvisen et al., 2011). This shift may also explain the rise of the use of social media for fisheries recruitment, which increased from 1.5% in 2015 to 16.5% in 2023 (Sønvisen et al., 2017, 2023). These findings suggest that these social networks may now extend beyond the traditional local geographic boundaries.

As observed in studies from 2007 and 2015, interest in fishing remains the main motivation for entering the occupation, pointing to the importance of primary socialization (Sønvisen et al., 2011). This reliance upon primary socialization is also reflected among vessel owners, who typically do not prioritize formal education in new recruits. However, with growth in vessel size and increasing requirements for formal certifications, secondary socialization is becoming increasingly important. When the necessary qualifications cannot be found locally, vessel owners must recruit outside the local community (Vik et al., 2011; Ahmer, 2023). Thus, social networks may further extend beyond traditional fishing communities to secure recruitment for local vessels.

A concern regarding this development is that, over time, it could disrupt the transfer of knowledge, exacerbate recruitment challenges, and ultimately lead to fewer fishers in coastal communities. This process could contribute to the disembedding of the fleet from its traditional communities (Jentoft and Wadel, 1984).

Another concern with increased reliance on secondary socialization is that it may direct youth out of the local communities if they have to leave to gain the required formal qualifications (Johnsen, 2004; Sønvisen et al., 2011). This could result in lost opportunities for primary socialization and reduced interest in pursuing a fishing career (Gerrard, 1993; Paulgaard, 1993; Wiborg, 2000). For those unable or unwilling to leave, these formal requirements may become barriers for entry.

However, the formalization of qualifications through the education system could also create opportunities in the fleet for youth outside traditional coastal communities (Ahmer, 2023) – youth who were previously excluded because they were not part of the primary socialization process. As a result, becoming a fisher is no longer solely about who you know but increasingly about what you know – and having the documentation to prove it.

Fisheries vocational education has grown in popularity in the recent years (DIKU, 2024). This rise in interest is likely driven by the income potential in the industry. In 2023, the average annual income for a fisher, across all fleet segments, was NOK 540,000 (approximately USD 50,000), making it competitive with other occupations in the seafood or agriculture sectors (Nyheim, 2024). Additionally, reports of apprentices making up to NOK one million (approximately USD 91,000) annually, including both salary and catch shares (Olaisen and Staberg, 2024), may further contribute to the occupation’s appeal.

As a result of this growing popularity, admission requirements for vocational fishing schools have become more stringent. Recently, fisheries media reported on a young man who owned three fishing vessels but was unable to gain admission to a vocational school due to his grades. He expressed his frustration, saying: “I think the grade requirements for the fishing school are unfair. Fishing is a practical trade, and should be measured by practical skills – not grades.” (Ahmer, 2023). The emphasis on academic merits may create barriers for youth less academically inclined, potentially limiting opportunities for local coastal youth to enter the fishing industry. Still, vocational education institutions play a crucial role in supporting fleet recruitment and coastal employment, working alongside “Training Offices” that coordinate and administer apprentice contracts and work-related training.



5.3 Outlook for retaining fishers

Retaining fishers is crucial for the future of the fleet. Our findings suggest that most fishers plan to remain in the industry in the near future, with a large majority seeing themselves continuing as fishers 5 years from now. This optimism is likely influenced by their positive business experiences over the past 5 years and expectations for continued growth. Profitability analyses from the DoF support this perception of positive financial developments (DoF, 2017, 2023).

At the time of the survey, there was a sense of stability, with minimal recruitment challenges and strong expectations for crew retention. However, it should be noted that our survey was conducted before respondents became aware of the reduction in quotas in key fisheries the coming years. How these quota cuts will affect employment and recruitment remains to be seen.

Studies suggest that the “graying” of the fleet, as seen in North America, can impact community identity and weaken the cultural role of commercial fisheries in coastal communities (Cramer et al., 2018). In Norway, similar concerns arise when fewer local youths enter the profession, potentially weakening the link between fishing and coastal communities (Sønvisen et al., 2011). However, since fishing represents only a minor part of the overall coastal employment system, other factors – such as the reliance on migrant labor in fish processing – also influence costal employment and community vitality.

Ultimately, “internal” pull factors, such as job satisfaction and future expectations, remain critical for both retaining and recruiting fishers (Johnsen and Vik, 2013). It appears that the combination of policies facilitating access to fisheries and the evolving socio-economic landscape will be essential for securing a positive outlook for retaining fishers.

Thus, the concept of “graying” or “ungraying” are insufficient indicators for recruitment, as they fail to capture hidden dynamics in the employment system. For example, advancements in technology that make fishing safer and easier may enable fishers to have longer careers, thereby affecting the age composition in fleet. Therefore, instead of focussing solely on graying or ungraying, fisheries policies must strive to understand how coastal employment systems function and how recruitment and retention processes occur.



5.4 Fisheries policies and recruitment schemes

So far, we have discussed several factors affecting recruitment to the fishing fleet. However, the “ungraying” of the Norwegian fishing fleet may also be driven by fisheries policies. While rationalization policies have reduced the number of vessels and fishers, other policies have been designed to facilitate entry for young fishers.

One such policy is the open group fishery. When access to the commercially important cod fisheries was restricted in 1990, two regulatory groups were established: the closed group, which included vessels of all lengths with special permits and guaranteed quotas, and the open group for those who did not qualify for the closed group. The open group consists of vessels under 11 meters that fish on a shared quota. In general, all Norwegian residents who meet certain conditions can register as commercial fishers and participate in the open group (see Johnsen and Jentoft, 2017 for details; Johnsen, 2020). Traditionally, small-scale fisheries were combined with small-scale farming, and is still so in some areas. In particular, the open group remains important for the livelihoods of the coastal Sami (indigenous) population (Johnsen and Søreng, 2018).

According to Høst and Christiansen (2018), the open group makes the Norwegian quota system more accessible to young fishers compared to systems in Iceland and Denmark. The Norwegian system encourages broader participation through lower entry requirements and less restrictive licensing, enabling young fishers to establish their own fishing businesses and gain practical experience. Additionally, the open group provides opportunities for fishers to build equity capital, which can later be used to invest in the more lucrative closed group.

However, the Office of the Auditor General reported in 2017 that the cost of a nine-meter vessel with quota in the closed fishery was around NOK 1.8 million (approximately USD 170,000) (The Office of the Auditor General, 2020). Given that the average income of fishers in the open group was about NOK 280,000 (approximately USD 26,000) at the time, transitioning to the closed group was deemed financially challenging for young fishers (Richardsen, 2021). In the beginning of 2025, prices appear to have increased further. According to a fishing vessel broker, nine-meter vessels in the closed fisheries were being sold for NOK 3–5.25 million (approximately USD 283,000–496,000) (Stubberud, 2025).

Moreover, the open group fishery has increasingly become dominated by older fishers. Many older fishers sell their vessels and quotas in the closed group fishery but continue fishing in the open group. Consequently, instead of serving primarily as an entry point for young fishers, the open group functions as a space where older fishers remain active (Richardsen, 2021).

To support transitions, the government has introduced various recruitment schemes. One main policy, the recruitment quota scheme, was introduced in 2009 to help fishers under 30 years of age access the closed-access fisheries by allocating 10 recruitment quotas annually. Despite its intention, the scheme was criticized for its limited scale and low success rate (Richardsen, 2021, p. 15). Although the scheme allowed a few young fishers to enter, an average of 100 full-time fishers exited the fisheries annually between 2007 and 2023 (DoF, 2024a), suggesting minimal overall impact. Its narrow scope and strict eligibility criteria – such as formal certifications, fisheries income thresholds, and industry experience – excluded many young aspiring fishers. Additionally, it was criticized for undermining the closed-access fishery by reducing its quota base and granting free entry to a select few. These concerns ultimately led to the scheme’s discontinuation in 2020 (Richardsen, 2021).

To replace the recruitment quotas, the recruitment quota bonus scheme was introduced in 2022 for the open-group fishery (hereafter “the quota bonus”). This program aims to strengthen young fishers’ quota base and facilitate long-term participation in closed-group fisheries. Each year, six quota bonuses are awarded, with three specifically reserved for women. The DoF sets the quota bonus so that the total quota basis amounts to 80% of the vessel quota for vessels in the closed group at the start of the regulatory year. Allocations are determined by lottery, provided applicants meet the basic requirements, including an age limit of 30 for men and 40 for women, full-time fisher registration (Blad B), vessel operation experience of 24 months in the last 3 years, and a minimum catch value of NOK 250,000 (approximately USD 23,000). The quota bonus is granted for up to 5 years (Ministry of Trade Industry and Fisheries, 2022). In 2024, 58 fishers applied for the quota bonus – 50 men and 8 women (DoF, 2024d).

Another recruitment-focused scheme in the open-group fishery is the age supplement quota, introduced in 2021 to support youth during their early fishing careers. This scheme allows fishers under 30 (for men) or 40 (for women), who meet the general requirements for open-group participation and who have not received the quota bonus (discussed above), to fish an additional quota. In 2024, this additional quota was 3 tons of cod (Minstry of Trade Industry and Fisheries, 2021; White Paper no. 32, 2018–2019).

Finally, the youth fishing scheme offers an entry point for individuals age 12 to 25 to fish during the summer holidays. Participant can land catches with a maximum value of NOK 50,000 (approximately USD 4,600) under specific gear and vessel restrictions – only passive gear and non-commercial vessel (DoF, n.d.). In 2024, 378 youth participated in this program (Engø, 2024).

Despite these recruitment policies, a 2021 study found that certain regional quota schemes, such as the king crab fishery and the coastal fishing quota, play a more significant role in recruitment within their regions, than targeted recruitment policies (Richardsen, 2021). This finding is supported by the Office of the Auditor General, which reported that these quotas schemes make full-time fishing in the open-group fleet feasible, while communities without such access face greater challenges (The Office of the Auditor General, 2020). For example, in eastern Finnmark, the king crab quota has been critical, contributing to an 88% increase in full-time fishers between 2007 and 2023 (DoF, 2024a; Richardsen, 2021). Originally introduced to control an invasive species, the king crab fishery now provides economic benefits to local communities, with small-scale vessels collectively landing about 1,000 tons annually (Ministry of Trade Industry and Fisheries, 2023).

Similarly, the coastal fishing quota, introduced in 2011, provides additional quotas to small-scale coastal fishers residing in Sámi (indigenous) areas, and has been crucial in supporting vulnerable coastal communities. In 2024, the allocated quota amounted to 4 tonnes of cod per vessel (Richardsen, 2021; Ministry of Industry and Fisheries, 2003, 2023). This scheme is limited to vessels owned by residents in municipalities within the Sámi Parliament’s subsidy area, which primarily covers parts of northern Norway. The Sámi Parliament is a representative body tasked with safeguarding Sámi interests, culture, language, and rights. Fishers are not required to apply for the quota but must register with the DoF prior to the start of the fishing season.



5.5 Toward a theoretical understanding of recruitment in the Norwegian fishing fleet

To summarize our findings and to highlight the theoretical contribution of our work, we developed a comprehensive model of recruitment (Figure 5), “the Fisher Pathway Model.” Drawing on FES theory and the work of White (2015) and Sønvisen et al. (2023), the model illustrates the intricate interplay of processes and stages involved in recruitment of fishers within the contemporary Fisheries Employment System (FES). It provides a framework for understanding the recruitment process and identifying where targeted initiatives can be effectively applied. In this model, the various stages of becoming a fisher are: (1) initial development, (2) qualification, and (3) acquisition.

[image: Flowchart illustrating development areas for a fisher. Top box labeled "Initial Development" includes interest, knowledge, affective relations, and experience and skills. Bottom-left box labeled "Qualification" includes tickets, registration, formal relationships, and employability. Bottom-right box labeled "Acquisition" includes capital, access and permits, contractual relationships, and legal occupational status. Arrows connect these concepts to the central "Fisher" oval.]

FIGURE 5
 The fisher pathway model (FPM).


In the first stage, Initial Development, recruitment begins with young individuals developing an interest in fishing through primary socialization. Traditionally, this interest was fostered through affective relationships, where aspiring fishers gained basic knowledge and skills by actively participating in fishing activities, often within their home community with family or close relatives.

The second stage, Qualification, relies on secondary socialization, as several formal requirements must be met. Recruit must acquire formal knowledge (e.g., ticket related to safety or navigation) and formally register as a fisher, thereby enhancing their employability. This stage involves entering formal working relationships (e.g., as crew members) to gain access to more specialized training. This process follows one of two paths: as an apprentice or via traditional on-the-job training.

Through an apprenticeship recruits receive formal education and basic training through vocational schools, followed by an apprenticeship on a fishing vessel, or complete an extended apprenticeship without prior formal vocational training. Both cases culminate in a final apprentice test, granting formal qualification as fishers. In contrast, through on-the-job training recruits receive informal training onboard a vessel, learning through experience, without strict formal procedures and no formal certification.

The qualification stage is critical for developing the necessary skills and knowledge. In the modern FES, the boundaries between initial development and qualification are increasingly blurred, as primary socialization through family and community has become less common. Today, recruits often experience a mix of affective and formal relationships during this phase.

Further employability of recruits largely depends on work experience, and the training path chosen may not significantly affect job offers (as our results indicate). However, since the traditional recruitment and training path has not been equally accessible to everyone, such as women or individuals outside fishing communities, the formal apprenticeship path offers an alternative recruitment channel for those who have not been socialized into the fisheries through community or family ties.

The third stage, Acquisition, builds on the primary and secondary socialization of the previous stages. To become vessel owners, recruits must obtain legal status as occupational or commercial fishers, enabling them to acquire essential capital such as funding, access rights, and permits. This phase often involves entering formal contractual relationships beyond employment, such as bank loans, purchase agreements, or partnership contracts.

The elements of this model are not mutually exclusive and often overlap across fleet segments and recruitment stages. Historically, the Coastal Employment System (CES) relied on tight-knit social networks within local communities (Jentoft and Wadel, 1984). Over time, this has evolved into the more specialized and formalized Fisheries Employment System (FES), characterized by species-specific and gear-specific specialization (e.g., cod fishing or longlining) and increased regulatory demands, such as formal education and certifications. While formalization has created barriers for local youth – who can no longer simply “hop on board” – it has also opened opportunities for individuals outside traditional coastal communities to pursue fishing careers. As illustrated in Figure 5, primary socialization is no longer the sole pathway into fishing. Instead, recruits with formal education and proper certifications are now sourced from broader geographic and social contexts, often requiring vessel owners to look beyond local communities, resulting in a disembedding of fishers from coastal communities (Vik et al., 2011; Sønvisen, 2013).

This shift underscores the need for targeted policies that address the generational transition and counter the trend of “graying” within the fishing fleet. Such policies are crucial for sustaining Norway’s coastal communities, where fishing remains integral to local culture and economies, albeit in a transformed way. However, the geographically bounded coastal community is no longer a guarantee for preservation of fishing knowledge and skills traditionally passed down through generations. The current situation is more complex, with recruits increasingly coming from non-coastal areas.

The Fisher Pathway Model captures the different stages and qualification processes in the fisheries and can be used to explore how, where and when these processes take place, regardless of how the employment systems are configured. While the stages of qualification and recruitment can be organized differently across Fisheries Employment Systems (FES), there are essential knowledge and skill components that must be acquired in a specific sequence dependent on context. Internationally, these insights can inform policy development in other nations facing similar challenges in fisheries recruitment and demographic. Our model serves as a framework to describe and analyze diverse FES configurations and contribute to balancing the need for formal qualifications with strategies that support community-based recruitment and local job retention. This balance is particularly vital for fostering more diverse and sustainable coastal economies.




6 Future studies

To build on the current findings, several areas warrant further investigation. As this study has shown, the presence of supportive institutional and policy frameworks is crucial for effective recruitment into the fishing fleet. However, considering recent quota reductions, it remains uncertain whether these frameworks will continue to uphold recruitment pathways. Accordingly, research on how recruitment functions during periods of reduced quotas is essential for understanding the dynamics of entry into the industry under shifting resource conditions.

Norway appears to have established relatively accessible entry pathways – possibly through vocational education, apprenticeship models, financial support schemes, and the availability of quotas. Nevertheless, further inquiry is needed into the effectiveness of national and regional programs in facilitating recruitment and lowering barriers for young fishers. As Ringer et al. (2024) point out, although there is strong youth interest in Alaska, limited entry systems and privatization have often constrained access to viable fishing careers.

Ringer et al. (2024) also emphasize the importance of equitable policy frameworks that support the sustainability of fishing livelihoods across generations. In this context, examining how Norwegian policies – such as succession planning and entry quota mechanisms – facilitate or hinder intergenerational transfer of fishing rights could provide valuable insights for policy development in other contexts.

Another important dimension of recruitment research concerns long-term retention. Longitudinal studies tracking young fishers over time could help identify the key factors that sustain engagement in the profession or contribute to attrition, including issues such as economic viability, work conditions, and evolving aspirations (Szymkowiak and Rhodes-Reese, 2022).

Although the influence of technology on recruitment has been recognized in earlier studies (Sønvisen et al., 2011; Johnsen, 2004), the implications of emerging digital technologies for recruitment and retention remain underexplored. It is particularly important to understand how such technologies – ranging from digital decision support systems to AI tools – are shaping occupational attractiveness, required competencies, and labor organization within modern fishing operations.



7 Conclusion

The trend of “ungraying” within the Norwegian fishing fleet marks a promising shift from previous decades, which were characterized by an aging workforce and declining youth participation. This process, driven by a combination of economic, regulatory, and social factors, has at least temporarily increased the number of young fishers entering the industry since 2014.

Vessel owners generally do not experience significant recruitment challenges. Current recruitment patterns show a strong reliance on primary socialization and social networks, with many new fishers entering the industry through family connections or recommendations. Social media has become an important recruitment tool, while vocational education plays a growing role as a formal entry point.

Formalization of fisheries education and training, or secondary socialization, acts as both an enabler and a barrier to fleet recruitment. On one hand, formalization through vocational schools facilitates entry, particularly for youth outside traditional fishing communities. On the other hand, it may hinder local recruitment if the formal qualifications are not available locally or if stringent entry requirements for vocational schools exclude local youth. In addition, and of central importance, the rising costs of vessels with quotas in the closed-group fishery are a significant barrier to entry.

The outlook for retaining fishers in the near future appears positive, with most fishers expressing a strong intention to remain in the industry. Economic stability, increasing earnings, and job satisfaction contribute to this retention. However, retention may be challenged by unpredictable resource availability, shifts in fisheries policies, and broader socio-economic trends affecting coastal employment.

We argue that “graying” or “ungraying” should not be used uncritically as indicator for recruitment and retention problems in the fisheries, nor as a proxy for the demographic challenges faced by coastal communities (Stein, 2019b). In Norway, fisheries policy aims to preserve the traditional, community-centered character of the fishing occupation. However, the demographic challenges faced by many coastal communities cannot be resolved by reverting to fisheries policies that reintroduce subsidies or direct economic support for fishers.

Fisheries recruitment is a dynamic and context-dependent process, reflecting cyclical recruitment patterns within the Fisheries Employment System (FES). Moreover, resource fluctuations, quota regulations, and market forces, demand proactive recruitment policies that adapt to changing conditions while remaining sensitive to where and when the development of knowledge, skills, and formal qualifications occurs. These dynamics is what our Fisher Pathway Model captures, allowing for the analysis of recruitment processes and the identification of where to apply targeted initiatives.

Maintaining the vitality of the fleet will requires a balanced approach. Policy should support new entrants by creating clear and relevant pathways into the fisheries while also motivating them to settle in coastal communities. Achieving this balance requires a broader political approach that extends beyond fisheries policy alone. This is crucial for securing the long-term sustainability of both the industry and the coastal communities that depend on it.
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