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Intelligence

U.S. chefs lack seafood sustainability,
aquaculture knowledge

25 January 2016
By James E. Gri�n Ed.D., CEC, CCE

GAA-commissioned survey �nds educational opportunities
for the foodservice industry
Much is known about how the U.S. retail supermarket sector addresses seafood sustainability. In recent
years, the sector, driven by major retail brands, has continued to invest in sustainable seafood
programs (http://www.seafoodsource.com/news/environment-sustainability/retail-chain-group-to-
make-its-seafood-more-sustainable) and certi�cation — these efforts have been widely reported in in
the press.

However, far less is known about how the foodservice sector is addressing seafood sustainability and
certi�cation. This is no small matter when the size of the U.S. foodservice industry is considered. Over
the past decade, foodservice sales in the United States experienced steady growth and in 2015
exceeded $700 billion (http://www.restaurant.org/News-Research/Research/Forecast-2015). In an
effort to bridge this gap, the Global Aquaculture Alliance (GAA), for the �rst time, is investing in research
to better understand the perceptions of key players in the foodservice industry.

In the fall of 2015, I partnered with GAA in the launch of a pilot research project to explore professional
chefs’ perceptions of farmed seafood and seafood sustainability. Four key research questions were
composed and a 20-question online survey was developed. A targeted national sample of working
chefs and cooks who have direct or indirect seafood procurement responsibilities within the United
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States was established. Participants consisted of a convenience sample of chefs from across
foodservice sectors with an initial outreach to 500 participants via email. A total of 132 targeted
participants responded to the survey and from that, 90 respondents were deemed quali�ed to complete
the entire survey based on requirements. For background: Close to 98 percent of participants have �ve
or more years of industry experience and a majority of participants (more than 90 percent) have
completed a formal education. These are individuals who not only have experience but purchasing
responsibility as well.

Farmed seafood has a tailwind in the U.S. foodservice sector. Chefs and cooks report serving more than
30 species on a regular basis but it’s clear that salmon and shrimp are the species most utilized.
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Major �ndings include a belief that consumption of farmed seafood is growing, that the top three
species sold are primarily farmed, and that chefs and cooks consider seafood sustainability important.
Participants also reported strong preferences when it comes to country of origin and above-average but
limited awareness of Best Aquaculture Practices (BAP) and Aquaculture Stewardship Council (ASC)
certi�cation logos. Interestingly, chefs reported a strong reliance on vendors and suppliers when it
comes to seafood sustainability information and guidance.

Chefs and cooks also provided data about their perception of farmed seafood: Eighty percent of
respondents believe that consumption of farmed seafood is growing in commercial restaurants while
fewer than 6 percent believe it is shrinking. Farmed seafood has a tailwind in the foodservice sector.
Chefs and cooks report serving more than 30 species on a regular basis but salmon and shrimp rule the
day.

 

Data suggests that chefs and cooks consider seafood sustainability to be important. When asked,
“How important is sustainability of seafood when making your purchase decision?” 86 percent of
respondents deemed seafood sustainability either important or extremely important. Participants were

Chefs and cooks rely heavily on their vendors and

suppliers rather than taking a more proactive

stance when it comes to sustainable seafood and

procurement. Perhaps this is due to the complexity

of the seafood category and time constraints

placed on the typical working chef.

Salmon Shrimp Tilapia Cod Lobster Sea
bass Flounder Scallops

No. of
chefs 52 30 10 8 5 5 5 5

% of
chefs 31% 18% 6% 5% 3% 3% 3% 3%
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also asked, “When evaluating the sustainability of seafood, what factors give you con�dence that you
are buying sustainable seafood?” Chefs reported the vendor or supplier as the most important factor
that gives con�dence. It’s clear: Chefs depend on their suppliers.

We also learned that chefs don’t always check to see if the seafood delivered to their kitchens is from a
sustainable source. When asked speci�cally about farmed seafood, chefs considered consistency in
price and supply, followed by reduced pressure on wild seafood stocks, as the primary advantages to
buying farmed seafood. Participants also reported strong preferences regarding country of origin with
sources in the northern hemisphere taking priority.

 

The research project also explored chefs’ awareness of certi�cation logos. Sixty percent of respondents
reported that they are familiar with the BAP logo but only 47 percent reported familiarity with the ASC
logo. The in�uence of these logos on purchasing decisions as reported was marginal. When seeking
sustainability information participants prefer online sources (43 percent) followed by visits to sources,
suppliers and vendors (33 percent).

Unfortunately, only 43 percent of chefs reported a positive perspective on farmed seafood overall —
with another 43 percent neutral and 13 percent negative. We tested those with a negative perspective
on farmed seafood, offering them a follow-up question and found multiple reasons for their positions,
including quality, environmental and ecological concerns and animal welfare.

Key lessons from this ongoing research included an overall perspective that chefs and cooks lack
knowledge about seafood sustainability, certi�cation programs and best production practices,
particularly in countries in the southern hemisphere. Chefs and cooks rely heavily on their vendors and
suppliers rather than taking a more proactive stance when it comes to sustainable seafood and
procurement. Perhaps this is due to the complexity of the seafood category and time constraints placed
on the typical working chef.

Opportunities for improvement in this arena include providing chefs and cooks information about
certi�cation programs and logos in order to strengthen their understanding and assure these logos are
considered when making purchasing decisions. Thought should be given to improving their perceptions

Country De�nitely seek (%) Neither seek nor avoid (%) De�nitely avoid (%)

Canada 68 14 1

USA 64 19 0

Norway 54 28 0

Iceland 53 28 2

Scotland 53 27 1

Chile 28 43 11

Mexico 13 52 15

Indonesia 5 39 35

Thailand 5 40 35

Vietnam 2 38 40
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of farmed seafood, which can be achieved through additional knowledge and resources. Though
country of origin perceptions are strong, there is opportunity to share more about the positive and
sustainable practices of many of the certi�ed providers located in countries that are ranked as avoid.
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