
A new theory of change for the 
sustainable seafood movement 
CATHY A. ROHEIM, SIMON BUSH, HIROTSUGU UCHIDA,  

JAMES SANCHIRICO, FRANK ASCHE, CHAO ZOU 

NAAFE Forum 2017 
March 22, 2017 

La Paz, BCS, Mexico 



Special Session: 

Sustainable Seafood Certification 
NAAFE 2015 Forum, Ketchikan AK 

May 21, 2015 



Background 

 More and more retailers and restaurants are demanding for ‘sustainable’ seafood. 
◦ Their motives? (not necessarily consumer-driven) 
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Background 

 More and more retailers and restaurants are demanding for ‘sustainable’ seafood. 
◦ Their motives? (not necessarily consumer-driven) 

 Supply of ‘gold standard’ certified sustainable seafood is not catching up with the demand. 
◦ ‘Improvement projects’ gaining market access  increasing brand risk of buyers. 

 Who is demanding for sustainable seafood? 
◦ For what purpose? Who is taking responsibility of the ’sustainable’ claim? 
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Motivation 
 Better understanding of the ‘seascape’ of sustainable seafood. 

◦ What drives retailers to make public commitment about sourcing sustainable seafood? 

◦ What are the risks faced by retailers by making such commitment, and how are they dealing with it? 

◦ Competition between sustainability programs; competition between certification (e.g., MSC) and 
improvement projects (e.g., FIPs). 

 How to avoid ‘race to the bottom’ in standards. 
◦ Sampson et al. (2015) pointed to challenges in credibly meeting sustainability objectives of buyers that, 

without some coordination mechanism, could lead to race to the bottom in standards. 

 How did things came to this today, and what feasible future is at the horizon? 



Objectives 
 Trace the coordination failures through the evolution of the theory of change. 

◦ Original “Theory of Change” (Sutton 1997) required a number of coordinating and signaling 
mechanisms to work between consumers and fisheries to generate environmental improvements. 

◦ Failures in those mechanisms have driven need for continual evolution in the Theory of Change to 
create environmental improvements. 

 Explore options for novel value chain partnerships that: 
◦ Better aligns incentives of value chains with those of sustainability programs; 

◦ Creates a new role within the value chain --  ‘sustainable seafood aggregator (SSA)’; 

◦ Addresses the challenges participants in the supply chain face in delivering on commitments in a 
manner that achieves NGO commitments to environmental improvements. 

 

 

 



Methodology 
Triangulating past studies, data, and experts’ information 
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Theoretical framework 



Phases 
Framework 

A. Vertical coordination B. Horizontal coordination C. Supplier strategies D. Outcome 

1.0 Assumption that consumer demand 
is main driver of change; incentivize 
credence attributes through eco-
standards and labelling. 

NGOs call for consumer boycotts to 
put pressure on buyers; later shift to 
creation of standards and consumer 
guides. 

Early adopter fisheries in OECD 
countries comply with MSC 
certification in search of value 
proposition. 

Product with credence attributes 
delivered to the market; unclear 
whether value proposition is 
realized. 

2.0 Brand risk of retailers leads to 
commitments to procure 100% 
certified; retailers put pressure on 
suppliers to deliver; suppliers seek 
product. 

NGOs pressure retailers to make 
commitments to 100% sustainable 
seafood; NGO partnerships emerge 
to coordinate supply through IPs and 
advise retailers on procurement; 
new standard benchmarking 
initiatives emerge. 

Suppliers respond to retail demand 
and proliferation of standards by 
seeking own definitions and 
interpretations of sustainable 
seafood; retailers seek to maintain 
flexibility in procurement to 
maintain supply 

Suppliers of credence attributes 
proliferate; improvements to 
environment remain unclear; 
greater NGO influence over buyer 
procurement; unclear whether value 
proposition is realized 

3.0 Retailers seek flexibility in 
procurement given bottleneck in 
sustainable seafood supply and 
diversity of sustainability claims. 

Proliferation of IP methodologies; 
NGOs in partnership with producers, 
suppliers, and retailers; co-branding 
with NGOs emerges  

Supplier and producer coalitions 
emerge to set clearer requirements 
for sustainable seafood. 

Bottlenecks in sustainable seafood 
supply emerge; substitution of 
certified with IPs; coordination 
failure between standards and IPs; 
claims made on credence attributes 
with limited improvements realized; 
limited evidence of value 
proposition being realized 

4.0 Brand risk combined with credibility 
of sustainability claim drives 
retailers to outsource buying 
strategy; flexibility in supply 
continues to be sought by retailers; 
price point and other product 
attributes drive purchase decision. 

Competition and coordination 
between standards leads to 
emergence of aggregators; 
aggregators develop new 
partnership model based on 
leveraging brand risk and ensuring 
credibility of sustainability initiatives 
(standards and IPs). 

Suppliers have a variety of 
improvement strategies recognized 
by aggregators and markets; 
strategy conforms to capabilities, 
cost and market differentiation. 

Credence attributes coordinated 
across a range of standards and 
improvement methodologies; 
credence attributes delivered from a 
broad base of producers, including 
those with greatest need for 
improvement. 
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Theory of Change 1.0 
Focusing on the “ends” 
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NGO Partner 

Theory of Change 2.0 
Pressuring ‘along the supply chain’ 
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Theory of Change 3.0 
Status quo: retailers/restaurants-driven; many choices; short supply 



What is next? 
Things we learned from interviews 

 The challenged position that suppliers find themselves in. 
◦ Need for flexibility in sourcing, while meeting all product specifications set by the buyers. 

◦ Diversity of means by which to address procuring ‘sustainable’ seafood, and individuals’ tradeoffs in 
meeting that requirement. 

◦ The need to educate their buyers; some others make the ‘sustainability’ decisions on behalf of buyers. 

◦ The lack of coordination mechanisms that create consistent incentives (for supply chain and NGOs) to 
supply ‘sustainable’ seafood. 

 Desired outcome/condition: relieve suppliers from figuring out what ‘sustainable seafood’ 
means and tailoring to specific buyer’s needs. 

◦ Given the need for (some) flexibility, unifying standards is neither practical nor desirable. 

◦ A new coordinating entities, which carry their own brand risk to identify suitable sustainable sources of 
seafood  “aggregators”. 
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Sustainable  
Seafood 
Aggregators 
(SSAs) 

Theory of Change 4.0 
The next phase 



Sustainable seafood aggregators (SSAs) 
 Manage a portfolio of ‘sustainable seafood’ with various ‘tiers’ 

◦ MSC/ASC; Alaska/Iceland RFMs; FIPs/AIPs 

◦ Provide assurance services to retailers and supply chain that the seafood purchased is from sustainable 
sources. 

◦ Brand protection for retailers and suppliers. 

 Quality of portfolio gives rise to SSAs ‘brand’ 
◦ Misinformation  SSAs brand risk  incentivize SSAs to maintain the credibility of sustainable sources. 

◦ Could/should face financial risk if false assurances are made. 

◦ May also function as a watchdog for FIPs and AIPs with their improvement progress. 

 May reduce transaction costs for value chain 

  



Future Research 
 Clearer specification of aggregators is needed: 

◦ How can they be held accountable into the future?  

◦ How can this reduce the cost structure of assessment? 

◦ What are new information requirements for these aggregators? 

 Relevance for small-scale nearshore (SSNS) fisheries: 
◦ Will the development of aggregators help SSNS fisheries in developing countries? 

◦ If yes, will it be mostly for exporting sector? 

◦ Any chance/relevance for SSNS fisheries serving domestic markets (esp. BRIC countries)? 
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