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Abstract

Increasing fish consumption along with rising competition in the global seafood
market has brought fisheries and aquaculture producers to adopt several
differentiation and marketing strategies. Labelling schemes were thus introduced to
respond to a growing demand for traceable and sustainable products. However, the
proliferation of quality labels brought to general confusion, calling for collective and
public fish labels to ease decision-making. In our case study region (Tuscany, Italy), a
number of policy-driven efforts were deployed for establishing regional labelling
schemes for fisheries products with no observable impact on the market. Meanwhile,
local companies have implemented a number of successful private and regional
labels. The purpose of this research is to contribute to potential options for collective
regional labelling schemes of fisheries and aquaculture products, through a case
study analysis, building on agro-food value-chain and management approaches. Our
empirical results highlight key issues and perspectives on labelling policies for local
fisheries and aquaculture products.
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Introduction
The increasing globalisation of fisheries and aquaculture supply chains, along with

changes in policy regulations, as well as climate change and technological develop-

ment, are confronting the fishing and aquaculture industries with a wide range of chal-

lenges. The rise of fish consumption, along with the increasing competition in the

seafood market, has recently brought fisheries and aquaculture producers to adopt dif-

ferentiation strategies aimed at increasing profits (Grunert 2005). Therefore, the fishing

industry has been responding to such increasing consumer demand for traceable and

sustainable seafood with the introduction of labelling schemes, thus providing further

information on product quality (Morgan et al. 2014). This marketing practice is quite

recent for the fish industry (Roheim and Sutinen 2006) and—as a fast-growing volun-

tary and market-based labelling strategy—is recognized as an important instrument in

global environmental fisheries governance (Oosterveer and Sonnenfeld 2012). Thus,

new voluntary schemes such as sustainability certifications for sustainable fish and re-

lated eco-labels were adopted (de Haes et al. 2010), allowing for credit of the firms’
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engagement to guarantee quality features, to differentiate products from competitors,

and to reduce uncertainties on product quality (Riganelli and Marchini 2016).

Concurrently, European policies have repeatedly promoted sustainable fish consumption

campaigns, through the Common Fisheries Policy (EU 2011), for stimulating consumers to

eat more fish from sustainable sources. In some cases, the proliferation of labelling schemes

has brought to general confusion and uncertainty among producers, retailers, and con-

sumers, on how to distinguish a sound certification scheme for fish. Such uncertainty on

quality information called for collective and public quality labels for fish, in order to ease

decision-making and lessening prices for consumers (European Parliament 2016).

Furthermore, the current increase of eco-labelling schemes for fish is not only justi-

fied by consumer demand. In fact, such a growth of eco-labels seems to be strongly

connected to retailers’ sale promotions and to their commitment to share sustainable

practices across the value chain (Gulbrandsen 2006). The collective adoption of those

sustainable practices allows coordinated actors (i.e. suppliers and retailers) to better ac-

cess market (Gulbrandsen 2006) and to improve their reputation. Companies credited

with traceability are, in effect, considered a priori more “responsible” for providing

products that are safe for consumers and the environment (Mizuta and Vlachopoulou

2017). The efforts implemented by fish suppliers and retailers—to satisfy the increasing

market demand of labelled and traceable seafood—have led to further up-scaling and

industrialisation the seafood production (Hadjimichael and Hegland 2016).

Thus, to analyse the role of fish quality labels, it appears relevant to go beyond the con-

sumption perspective by exploring how fish labels—initially meant to improve the flow of

information between actors to reduce uncertainties on product quality—also express and

regulate fish value chain governance and dynamics. According to Marion (2003), within a

given value chain, the business-to-business exchanges represent generally the main part of

the commercial trade that is often overlooked. Those business-to-business trade ex-

changes are often characterised by regularity and can, therefore, be defined as institutional

arrangements, composed of a set of socioeconomic practices (i.e. habitual, expected, and

self-fulfilling behaviours) that are carried out within markets (Marion 2003).

Building on the theoretical basis provided by Marion (2003), in this paper, we argue that

the convention theory approach can help understand how those institutional arrange-

ments within value chains are shaped mainly by the role of each actor involved, stimulat-

ing additional analyses which go beyond the consideration of the demand. Originally, the

convention theory is a theory of production organisation (Salais and Storper 1992). The

study of conventions regulating the institutional arrangements between actors allows us

to identify and understand the shared principles that enable the agreements between ac-

tors and facilitate the flows of information on products exchanged by those ones. In our

analysis, we argue that those enabling and shared principles are the building blocks of the

fish labels that are adopted across the value chain. In accordance with Gomez (2003), the

convention theory approach provides a perspective for a socio-economic interpretation of

the interactions between actors that goes beyond contract theories, thus highlighting the

relevance of actors’ beliefs and principles in order to study emerging and changing eco-

nomic and market forms of coordination. Furthermore, convention theory has not only

been used as a heuristic device to characterise relations, coordination mechanisms, and

organisational features, but it has also been applied as a tool to inform firm-level strategy,

possible regional—or sectoral—innovation interventions and regulations (Ponte 2016).
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A context-specific challenge for fish labels

A global perspective on convention theory, applied as a suitable approach through which

exploring fish labels as business-to-business arrangements, allows us to better understand

and investigate solutions for fish labelling schemes within the regional context of Tuscany

(Italy). In our case study region, we have observed that a number of policy-driven efforts

(i.e. the regional implementations of the EU Financial Instrument for Fisheries Guidance

2000-2006 and the European Fisheries Fund 2007-20131) have been deployed for promot-

ing and establishing regional and collective labelling schemes for fisheries products (Din-

tec 2015a) with no impact registered on the market yet (to the best of our knowledge)2. In

fact, the brands for local fish that were proposed and supported by public funding, in-

volved the activity of different types of producers, from small-fishers to well-structured

and capital intensive fish farms. Specific market and feasibility studies were produced

(Dintec 2015b) to justify the implementation of such a collective labelling initiative. These

initiatives aimed at improving the coordination among the local supply chain of fish prod-

ucts, in order to develop a quality label for local fish from capture fisheries and aquacul-

ture. In particular, local actors were meant to be involved in forms of coordination across

the valorisation and the promotion of the intrinsic quality characteristics of the local fish

by a multitude of perspectives (e.g. organoleptic quality, nutritional aspects, geographical

origin, environmental impact, potential for market competition). Those studies mainly in-

cluded technical aspects about traceability with particular regard to the specification of

the fish species and the geographical area of catches. Other important aspects of the ana-

lysis were mostly oriented to evaluate potential costs and benefits, due to the implementa-

tion of the label, that would concern the actors across the value chain. Also, the interest

of consumers and actors for labelled fish, the importance of trademark and promotional

activities, as well as the readiness of the stakeholders to adopt the label, were accurately

analysed. Former collective fish labelling initiatives and similar current schemes carried

out in other Italian regions were also explored for comparison. However, to the best of

our knowledge, analysis and observations are lacking with regard to existing forms of co-

ordination within the local fish value chain (including other sorts of existing labels such as

private fish brands), that regulate the exchange of information between commercial actors

and, thus, determine the related hidden costs and risks for firms. In fact, local fisheries

and aquaculture companies in the region of Tuscany have independently—and success-

fully—adopted and implemented a number of private labels, as well as regional and sus-

tainability brands, especially for retailers. In order to understand what are the attributes of

the adopted labels that help to overcome information uncertainties and asymmetries

within product exchanges, our research interest is to explore how these tangible market-

ing strategies explain and originate from upstream business-to-business arrangements.

The next section will present the theoretical background on convention theory in re-

lation with the aims of the paper. Section 3 will describe the methodological approach

1The three fish labelling projects in Tuscany, supported under the above mentioned European funds, were
namely: “Analisi della qualità nella filiera dell’acquacoltura e della pesca nella Provincia di Grosseto e valutazioni
preliminari alla costituzione di un marchio collettivo di qualità, etichettatura volontaria e tracciabilità” (project
funded in 2004 by Reg. CE n. 1263/99 SFOP 2000-2006 Asse 4 – Misura 4.3); “Realizzazione di uno studio preli-
minare per la definizione di un marchio della pesca locale” (project funded in 2012 by Reg. CE 1198/2006 FEP
2007-2013 Asse 3 - Misura 3.4); “Studio di fattibilità del marchio e del sistema di tracciabilità/rintracciabilità”
(project funded in 2014 by Reg. CE 1198/2006 FEP 2007-2013 Asse 4 – Misura 4.1).
2According to our observation of the market and to interviews and regional experts’ opinion.
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and Section 4 will present the empirical results in terms of the fish labelling schemes

we have observed in Tuscany. In the last section, we will discuss our findings by

highlighting a number of insights aiming to contribute to the policy discourse on the

establishment of collective and local fish labels.

Theoretical background
In line with Marion (2003), conventions are accepted and shared social constructs that

help to cope against uncertainties since they qualify and define the attributes of a product.

Therefore, tangible references—such as labels for fisheries and aquaculture products, in

our specific case—represent the principles through which it is possible to identify a spe-

cific business-to-business convention between primary producers and buyers/retailers.

Convention economics build on the paradigm of uncertainty and on the multiple justifi-

cations of action as a result of individuals’ and organisations’ belongings to different

groups such as “worlds” (Rastoin and Ghersi 2010). Ponte (2016) offers an extensive and

overarching literature review of the convention theory applied to the food system. In this

respect, convention theory helps identifying that there might be multiple justifications of

action operating at the same time, and it highlights that different conventions underpin

different forms of organisation, coordination, and exchange between actors (Ponte 2016).

The Boltanski and Thévenot’s (1999) convention theory model is based on the identi-

fication of different worlds of production. This model has been applied to the food sys-

tem by a number of scholars (e.g.: Murdoch and Miele 1999; Rastoin and Ghersi 2010;

Trabalzi 2007) who identified several sets of “world of foods” to explain the strategic

positioning of firms and their movements between worlds by highlighting how different

worlds of production can coexist even within individual firms (Ponte 2016).

In fact, the food system evolves on a large range of principles, from the market and in-

dustrial worlds to the individual/personality world (Rastoin and Ghersi 2010). According

to Ponte (2016), the “inspired world” builds on a spiritual, creative, and strongly person-

ally oriented principle—such as the technical-artistic creation of the leading chefs (Rastoin

and Ghersi 2010)—that is not possible to certify or formally audit; the “domestic world”

involves cultural factors as well as intergenerational transmissions, calling for family-

related common principles of traditional benevolence, care provision and trust-

worthiness, and it is characteristic of SMEs and micro-enterprises (Rastoin and Ghersi

2010); the “world of fame” stems from celebrity and public opinion common principle, so

that individuals’ or firms’ merit is achieved when one becomes renowned; the “civic

world” is rooted in collective solidarity which is acknowledged and communicated

through representative public agency; the “market world” builds on market competition

and refers to the price of market goods and services; the “industrial world” builds on the

common principle of efficiency as firms focus on functionality and productivity.

Therefore, convention theory offers a structured but pluralistic way of unpacking

‘quality’. Since the same agro-food companies may draw on different quality conven-

tions to tap into portfolios of different markets and market segments (Ponte 2016), the

convention theory—through a “quality turn” lens—can help explain the strategic posi-

tioning of firms and their movement between worlds.

Thus, convention tools represent an information framework that constantly and coher-

ently guarantees actors about the behaviour of the other participants in the convention it-

self. Actors, such as suppliers and buyers, adopt a convention since they are convinced by
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its principles: this is how a quality convention can be successful. Quality appears, there-

fore, as the result of collective socio-economic interactions between the actors involved in

exchange; the related convention informs value-chain participants about the attributes of

a product, the principles, the shared convictions, as well as on the rules justifying their

choices for being involved in that convention. As a social construct, a convention limits

uncertainties on products and guarantees their functioning not only through a shared ac-

ceptance but also through tangible benchmarks (Marion 2003).

Hence, the quality conventions—inspired, domestic, fame, civic, market, and indus-

trial—will help us categorise the key features emerging from our empirical analysis on

the adoption and application of the fish labelling schemes. We will then focus on the

relations between actors (i.e. suppliers, retailers) characterising the functioning of

business-to-business marketing. With respect to the fisheries and aquaculture case of

Tuscany, we suggest studying the inter-organisational commercial exchanges to under-

stand the hypotheses that allowed composing a particular quality convention and

helped establishing a shared institutional arrangement represented, in turn, by a spe-

cific and tangible label. The marketing function is in fact considered key for composing

conventions and for making conventions truly convincing; in particular, the study of

“labels” can help in this analysis since they can synthetize the convictions that are im-

plicitly shared by both buyers and suppliers (Gomez 2003).

The purpose of this research is to identify and map, for regional fish production, the

determinants that influence the implementation and participation of firms in voluntary

labelling programs through specific quality conventions and related forms of coordin-

ation. Labelling strategies are here considered as expressions of marketing and

business-to-business conventions established through shared institutional arrangements

and aimed at reducing uncertainties within product exchanges. Through this analysis,

we aim at providing policy-making with further insights on the existing adoption of la-

belling schemes, at a regional level, in order to contribute with further knowledge to

potential options for collective regional labelling schemes.

Methods
This paper applies a qualitative case study approach. A desk-based analysis of the fish-

eries and aquaculture sectors in Tuscany was combined with a literature review and

face-to-face semi-structured interviews with experts and primary producers of the re-

gion. Semi-structured interviews were conducted among 3 experts of the fishing indus-

try in Tuscany, 5 representatives of companies (i.e. fishing and aquaculture) and

retailers between March and June 2016. The interview sampling was guided by the spe-

cific purpose of the paper that relates to a better understanding of the current value-

chain dynamics regulating the adoption of fish labels in the Italian region of Tuscany.

The selection was guided by the need to find particular cases that can help decision-

makers (i) to improve their knowledge on the current landscape of labelled primary fish

products in the region, (ii) to better understand the related forms of coordination and

institutional arrangements, and (iii) to develop policy accordingly. Interviews transcripts

were then analysed building on the tenets and on the approaches of the quality conven-

tion theory as it has been described in the previous sections of this paper (Sylvander

1995; Boltanski and Thévenot 1999; Gomez 2003; Marion 2003; Ponte and Gibbon

2005; Ponte 2016).
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Case study region and business environment
Tuscany is a region in west-central Italy, with a coastline on the Ligurian Sea (in the

north) and on the Tyrrhenian Sea (in the south). With regard to marine capture fishing

in Tuscany, according to the Italian Ministry of Agricultural, Food and Forestry Policies

(MIPAAF, 2011), in 2011, the production was estimated at almost 41 million € in reve-

nues. The incidence of Tuscan fishing production on the national total reaches a mar-

ket share of about 4.5%. Fish production belongs mainly to the bluefish category. The

most important port is Livorno and the fishing activity is spread among 27 ports with

600 registered fishing vessels and 1053 active fishers in 2015 (FAO 2018).

Concerning the fishery market potential in the region, it is worth mentioning that the fish-

ery business sector, for primary production, is strongly fragmented. Small-scale fisheries are

dispersed in several harbours and vulnerable because of individualism, as well as for the

strong specialisation of the fishing activity related to the ecological characteristics of the fish-

ing area. There is also a growing competition between small-scale and trawling fisheries, be-

cause of lack of resources and infrastructures. Small-scale fisheries compose almost 75% of

the Tuscan fisheries. The number of vessels has been strongly decreasing in the last two de-

cades (−22.5% in the period 1999–2011) (PSL-GAC Toscana 2015) mainly as a result of the

Common Fisheries Policy commitment to reduce the European fleet capacity (Sabatella and

Spagnolo, 2011). Concurrently, since the 2007–2008s financial crisis, the number of vessels

has been further decreasing every year. Small-scale fishers adopt strategies related to product

and sale differentiation, as well as to multifunctionality (Prosperi et al. 2019). According to

experts’ and local actors’ opinion, with regard to trawlers and purse seiners, there is an in-

crease of horizontal coordination in order to concentrate the offer on the market. External

and cheaper markets—such as important national harbours (e.g. Ligurian and Adriatic ports)

or import from foreign countries—represent relevant factors of competition for local fish

production. Regional policies, supported by specific European funds, have been implement-

ing a number of supportive measures such as (i) promoting the area and its local fisheries

products (i.e. the collective labelling scheme mentioned above), (ii) strengthening the links

between fishing activities and tourism, (iii) developing vocational training for fishers, and (iv)

adding value to production through the development of new forms of marketing (EC-FAR-

NET 2014; PSL-GAC Toscana 2015).

With regard to saltwater aquaculture and mariculture, Tuscany occupies an import-

ant position in terms of quality and quantity for the production of valuable marine spe-

cies (over 20% of national production), with mainly 12 aquaculture and 4 mariculture

coastal installations that mostly farm sea bream and sea bass. The farms that use mar-

ine water or brackish water are all located in the provinces of Livorno and Grosseto

(Gilmozzi 2011). The production value, mainly obtained from sea bass and sea bream,

achieved almost 25 million € in 2010 (PSL-GAC Toscana 2015). In the region, the

number of aquaculture firms has been decreasing together with the consolidation of

the biggest ones. European policies have funded the technological assets of aquaculture

producers while regional policies have been restricting the extension of mariculture ac-

tivities that are extremely regulated. However, the regional policies have recently

allowed new expansion of aquaculture production in limited areas of the Tuscan mar-

ine waters (Bartolini et al. 2018).

In 2013, the total production value of the fisheries and aquaculture sector in Tuscany

has reached 72.89 million euro while the added value was equal to 38.08 million euro
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(Dintec 2015a). According to the Italian National Institute of Statistics, Tuscany is a

net importer of fishery products and aquaculture while the exports in 2013 only

exceeded 4 million € (Dintec 2015a). This trend of import is consistent with the na-

tional consumption trends in Italy. While Italian consumers are generally considered

sensitive to the local origin of the fish consumed, the national demand for fresh and

processed seafood depends on import for 73% (ISMEA 2011), and big retailers are the

most important supply channels for consumers (ISMEA 2018).

Results
Labelling schemes for local fish production

Within the described business context, and according to our field research and expert

opinion, the most capital intensive and structured fishery and aquaculture enterprises

in Tuscany are increasingly supplying big retailers with own brands and labels that

mainly refer to regional and local contexts. Such tangible benchmarks are the results of

well-rooted business-to-business interactions.

For example, some labelling schemes are tangible benchmarks of established marketing

strategies of aquaculture producers that are historically characterised by more structured

and capital-intensive businesses than the companies of the fishery sector. In addition to

own local brands, some aquaculture firms adopted international sustainability labels (e.g.

Friend of the sea) and others were involved in regional product labelling schemes (e.g.

Slow Food Presidia). According to interviews with local fish farmers, these quality-

labelling schemes—together with a strong and constant fish supply capacity as well as a

historical capability of creating partnerships between enterprises—allow Tuscan aquacul-

ture producers to enter the big retailing system with medium-high price products (i.e. the

labelling schemes guarantee higher sale prices).

From our empirical analysis on labelling schemes, different strategies (observed in the

market and reported from our field research based also on local stakeholders’ and ex-

perts’ opinion) were mapped for both fresh and processed fisheries and aquaculture

products from Tuscany. Those strategies were analysed as marketing business-to-

business interactions that are recognisable through a tangible benchmark. The labelling

schemes, adopted to sell fish caught or farmed in Tuscany, are mainly composed of

own producers’ brands and eco-labels.

We have observed that own brands can be implemented either by primary pro-

ducers’ organised groups or by wholesalers in coordination with big retailers through

domestic quality conventions. On the other hand, eco-labels can be adopted by pro-

ducers’ groups in coordination with NGOs and big retailers—through the implemen-

tation of civic quality conventions—and they are represented by certifications of

sustainability and regional product labels. Big retailers are involved in all labelling

schemes observed, both as coordinating actors and market targets, while wholesalers

participate only in territory-driven labelling schemes. Table 1 helps depict the main

types of labelling schemes identified in our case study region, the driving quality con-

ventions (domestic and civic), as well as the role of actors involved and the market

targeted by the labelling strategies. The next two sections will further explain the

functioning of the two groups of labelling schemes identified, classified as “own

brands” and “eco-labels”.
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Own brands

A number of fish labelling strategies in Tuscany were observed in the market and cate-

gorised as own brands for both aquaculture and fisheries production. An own private

brand is an independent brand that indicates the supplier and the geographical area of

production. Own brands in Tuscany are implemented mainly by aquaculture producers

(companies or producers’ organisations), by traditional lagoon fishers joint in a co-

operative, by consortia of fishers and fishing cooperatives, as well as by fish wholesalers

in coordination with big retailers.

Domestic convention-driven own-brands for primary products of fisheries and aquaculture

in Tuscany

Producers’ own brands. Producers’ own brands for primary fish products in Tuscany

relate mainly to business-intensive aquaculture and to traditional lagoon fisheries’ busi-

nesses. Those brands are implemented for sales to wholesalers and retailers. Producers’

own brands are tangible benchmarks directly identifying the primary producers’ firm,

or organisation of firms such as consortia, and express a domestic convention across

the value chain—from the upstream supplier level to the downstream consumer level.

Suppliers identify their own products in the specific geographical context in which their

reputation is acknowledged. They refer to these quality characteristics with retailers

who, in turn, keep those tangible references visible in order to communicate to con-

sumers the origin and quality of fish products. Especially for aquaculture, those

Table 1 Key features related to the labels adopted and the related quality conventions

Labelling
scheme

Quality
convention

Suppliers Label
exclusivity

Actors
involved

Products Target
market

Producers’
own brands

Domestic - 1 aquaculture
consortium
(3 firms)

- 1 aquaculture
firm

- 1 cooperative of
lagoon fisheries
and aquaculture

Producer/s - Producers
and
consortia
(suppliers)

- Quality
auditors (for
big retailers)

- Fresh fish
- Processed
seafood

- Aquaculture
and lagoon
fisheries

- Big retailers
- Wholesalers

Wholesalers’
brands

Domestic - 1 wholesaler of
capture fisheries

- 1 fishery and
trade firm

Wholesalers,
big retailers

- Primary
producers
(fishers)

- Wholesalers
(suppliers)

- Big retailers
- Quality auditors

- Fresh fish
- Processed
seafood

- Capture
fisheries
(trawlers and
small-scale)

- Big retailers

Sustainability
certifications

Civic - 1 aquaculture
consortium
(3 firms)

NGO - Producers and
consortia
(suppliers)

- Big retailers
- NGO
- Quality auditors

- Fresh fish
- Aquaculture

- Big retailers

Regional
products

Civic - 1 cooperative of
lagoon fisheries
and aquaculture

NGO - Producers’
organisation
(suppliers)

- Big retailers
- NGO

- Processed
seafood

- Lagoon
fisheries
(mainly) and
capture
fisheries

- Big retailers
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domestic conventions are often reinforced through industrial coordination, under the

requirement of specific certifications (i.e. ISO) demanded by the retailers.

Wholesalers’ own brands. Wholesalers’ brands for primary fish products in Tuscany

relate mainly to spontaneous and independent initiatives of well-structured fishers and

wholesalers, organised in different forms of coordination—such as consortium and co-

operatives—in order to sell local fish to big retailers in the region. Two relevant exam-

ples of wholesalers’ brands for fish in Tuscany are represented by “Consorzio Ori del

Mar Tirreno”—for sales to the retailer Conad—and “P.A.T. Pescato nell’Arcipelago

Toscano”—for sales to the retailer Unicoop Firenze. These brands are the expression of

a domestic convention based on the geographic origin of the fish caught, on the reputa-

tion of the suppliers at a local level, as well as on the value chain actors’ capacity to

provide local and fresh fish, guaranteeing the quantity levels and quality characteristics

required by the retailers. In some particular cases, such as for “P.A.T. Pescato nell’Arci-

pelago Toscano”, the domestic convention is reinforced by industrial coordination

through the requirement of quality and origin certifications that are guaranteed by a

third actor such as the independent certification body “CSQA”. In other cases, such as

for the “Consorzio Ori del Mar Tirreno”, a product specification is directly agreed be-

tween supplier and retailer, with the retailer owing the exclusivity of the brand, and the

wholesaler providing information and traceability about quality and origin of the fish

supplied. For wholesalers’ brands, the label is a tangible benchmark applied across the

value chain, characterising both the business-to-business coordination between sup-

pliers and retailers as well as the marketing communication with the consumers.

All producers’ and wholesalers’ brands are adopted for selling mainly to big retailers

and provide information on the geographical indication, as well as on the primary pro-

duction company’s name (e.g. for aquaculture and lagoon fisheries products). Since the

identity and quality of products are ensured and “institutionalised” by the context-

specific geographical origin, by long-term relationships between actors (including their

role in the local network), and by the companies’ private brands, such labelling strategy

is identifiable within the domestic conventions (Boltanski and Thévenot 1999; Ponte

and Gibbon 2005).

However, the “domestic coordination”, described by the adoption of own brands, is

reinforced by “market coordination”, “industrial coordination” and “civic coordin-

ation”—depending respectively on the market target, on the characteristics of the sup-

plier, as well as on the typology of production. For instance, according to Boltanski and

Thévenot’s (1999), in our specific context we are able to acknowledge that domestic co-

ordination is coexisting with market coordination since both fisheries and aquaculture

products labelled with own brands are actually exchanged between the most important

buyers (big retailers) and sellers of the regional market through competitive relation-

ships. Similarly, domestic coordination comes along with industrial coordination

since—according to convention theory (Sylvander 1995; Boltanski and Thévenot 1999;

Renard 2003)—industrial coordination takes place when common norms and standards

are objectively determined and measured through appropriate control processes and

tools. In fact, in our case study, all aquaculture companies and some marine fish sup-

pliers, sell their branded products to big retailers under the accreditation of standards

Prosperi et al. Agricultural and Food Economics             (2020) 8:6 Page 9 of 16



(ISO) or other quality certifications, operated by third parties, to strengthen informa-

tion and lessen uncertainty on product quality. In other cases, own brands can certify

an agreed internal protocol, signed between the partners of the producer organisation

(e.g. cooperatives, consortia, etc.), that guarantees the control of quality all over the

production and retail process (see the next two subsections below for empirical exam-

ples). Some of the abovementioned own brands are also reinforced by the concurrent

engagement of the producers in a “civic-coordination”, as it will be described in the

eco-labels’ subsection of this paper.

Eco-labels

Eco-labelling is basically a private, voluntary, market-based tool, complementary to

public policy instruments, that provides environmental information to products in

order to influence market behaviour. These tools encourage the behavioural change of

producers and consumers towards long-term sustainability and allow selecting products

and services according to specific environmental and social criteria. Eco-labels are ac-

knowledged to contribute to the resilience of local food systems to environmental loss

(Allen et al. 2019). In our case study analysis—according to de Haes et al.’s classifica-

tion (de Haes et al. 2010)—we have identified in the market two eco-labelling schemes

related to sustainability certifications of natural resources and to regional products: (i)

sustainability certifications that function as marketing tools, protecting and improving

the value of the brand or supermarket chain; (ii) regional products that stem from a

well identifiable region, referring to various quality aspects, to a focus on gastronomy,

to traditional techniques, and to the employment of human resources (also attention

for the environment is more and more associated with regional products).

Civic convention-driven eco-labels for primary products of fisheries and aquaculture in

Tuscany

International sustainability certifications (Friend of the sea). The adoption of inter-

national certifications of sustainability for fish products in Tuscany relates exclusively

to the “Friend of the Sea” scheme and, thus, to sales to big retailers. In our specific case,

three aquaculture firms have joined in a consortium that adheres to the sustainable

production practices required by the NGO that is responsible for the certification

scheme (Friend of the Sea). Retailers require that local suppliers (i.e. the primary pro-

ducers’ consortium) provide “sustainably” certified products and, in parallel, they ask

producers for controlling the product quality through standard audits. Then, retailers

involve those certified fisheries products within their set of “quality-controlled prod-

ucts”. In this way, retailers embed the quality and sustainability factors of suppliers in

their value chain. In this case, the “Friend of the Sea” label remains a “marketing

business-to-business tool”—i.e. the expression of a civic convention between supplier

and producer—that is not explicitly translated to the final consumers. The information

transferred to consumers is embedded and guaranteed by the retailers and involves a

number of implicit principles and beliefs, characterising the interactions between sup-

pliers, NGO, and retailers, that in turn are reinforced by industrial relationships (i.e.

auditing, biological and chemical controls, adoption of ISO standards).
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Regional products’ labels (Slow Food Presidia). Slow Food Presidia for fish products

in Tuscany relate mainly to small-scale fisheries and traditional lagoon fisheries. In par-

ticular, a fishing cooperative—composed of 48 lagoon fishers—adopted three different

Slow Food Presidia. A number of specific products of the cooperative are required by

the NGO (Slow Food) to comply with particular traditional and sustainable production

practices (building on an agreed product specification). The cooperative supplies with

these labelled products only specific retailers who acknowledge and demand their la-

belled products (e.g. Eataly, Coop Italia, Conad). The Slow Food Presidia label is

adopted by the cooperative and characterises the institutional arrangement the co-

operative ties with the retailers who contributed to the constitution of the label (Coop

Italia), as well as with those retailers who explicitly support traditional and local food

systems (Eataly). In this case, the Slow Food label does not represent only a marketing

tool of a business-to-business coordination, but it also constitutes a tangible bench-

mark—visible to consumers—that defines the shared convention between actors from

the upstream to the downstream, thus including the primary producers joint in the co-

operative, the NGO, and the retailers. From our analysis, it emerged that territorial cap-

ital and traditional capital were key for the cooperative to enter the certification

scheme, and so to adopt the label building on the story of this kind of production and

on the acknowledgement of the traditional practices.

The adoption of eco-labels can be considered as an expression of civic conventions,

rooted in collective solidarity and commitment to common social and environmental

welfare—acknowledged and communicated through a representative public agency. Re-

lationships with retailers are characterised by distributional arrangements and negoti-

ation that also consider—as quality factors—the social, labour, environmental and

collective impacts (e.g. the high-quality feed for fish). As for the aforementioned do-

mestic conventions, also the civic conventions analysed in our case study are reinforced

and interact with other forms of coordination, depending on the supplier characteristics

and on the buyers. In our specific case study, the large production capacity of the sup-

pliers who adopt eco-labels allows providing retailers with relevant quantities in the re-

quested time frame. According to Boltanski and Thévenot (1999), such “market

coordination” is possible between acknowledged important actors of the local market

in a “deal-making” dynamic (Ponte 2016). Moreover, it represents a fundamental com-

petitiveness tool for the firms to face international market competition (especially from

Greek producers in the case of sea bass and sea bream from aquaculture). Furthermore,

since certifications of sustainability for fisheries products (e.g. Marine Stewardship

Council, Friend of the Sea, etc.) are tested through standardised methods and are re-

quested by retailers together with complementary standard certifications (e.g. ISO),

then “industrial coordination” is also strongly associated with eco-labels adoption,

strengthening the organisational principles based on productivity and efficiency. In our

case study, we have also observed that big retailers brand eco-labelled fish products,

provided by suppliers, with their own quality labels (i.e. with the retailer brand), thus

embedding the quality and sustainability of suppliers in their value chain.

Discussion and conclusions
With the aim of providing local policies with insights regarding the fish labels’ govern-

ance, a number of private quality labels for local primary products of fisheries and
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aquaculture in Tuscany were observed in the market and mapped to explore the con-

ventions embedded upstream and characterising the business-to-business relationships

between fish suppliers and retailers. From this theoretical and empirical case study ana-

lysis, we have showed how sustainability certifications and regional products’ eco-labels

(observed in the regional market) function as business strategic tools for conventional

marketing to compete in large-scale retailing, reducing uncertainties between actors,

and targeting medium-high prices. Besides eco-labelling, firms implement own-

labelling strategies, building mainly on the territorial context characteristics and on

reputation.

The observation of the coexistence of different forms of coordination in the local fish

supply chain—depending on the end-market and the exchange partners—has con-

firmed previous and acknowledged findings from convention theory (Ponte and Gibbon

2005). In particular, it emerged that both civic and domestic conventions—as in previ-

ous fundamental examples (i.e. Thévenot 1995; Ponte 2016)—are embedded in market-

industrial compromises. From a supplier point of view, these coordination coexistences

and compromises—together with the inclusion of external actors (e.g. external parties,

NGOs, auditors)—are considered key for guaranteeing a qualitatively and quantitatively

appropriate supply to big retailers. Concurrently, our context-specific findings have

confirmed previous empirical observations of other scholars who had observed, in other

food business contexts, that the reinforcement through an industrial convention can fi-

nally endorse and sustain civic elements (Riisgaard and Gibbon 2014; Ponte 2016).

Our empirical results allow identifying some key issues to consider for delivering pol-

icy lines about labelling schemes and voluntary certifications for fisheries and aquacul-

ture products of Tuscany. The convention theory approach has highlighted the

relevance of a selective phase that actors have to come through for interacting within a

specific convention, as well as the importance of the benchmarks, through labelling, in

reinforcing the principles of a convention and reducing uncertainties through the value

chain. Then, as already confirmed by Marion (2003), each convention is characterised

by specific competencies, interpersonal contacts, personal acknowledgment between ac-

tors, specific places for business activity, decision-making, and interactions.

From our context-specific analysis of fish labels, it emerged that at a regional level in

Tuscany, in most cases, labelling schemes are quality control schemes implemented by

the suppliers and requested by the retailers. In these cases, suppliers bear the costs of

the quality controls and such labelling schemes are essentially business-to-business

marketing tools, so that the intrinsic information on the quality or sustainability of the

products is not transferred directly to final consumers, but is rather embedded in the

quality schemes of the retailers. Therefore, fish labels—as other quality, sustainability

or place brands—are often strategic marketing tools that imply relevant costs and or-

ganisational efforts for the firms that adopt or implement them. Especially with regard

to the fishery sector, small-scale fishers can hardly afford those certifications that re-

main rather an exclusivity of few large enterprises controlling the market (Mizuta and

Vlachopoulou 2017). Also, labelling initiatives originated from capital-intensive produc-

tions can have a strong impact on the diversity of a specific commodity market (Hadji-

michael and Hegland 2016). Thus, small-scale fisheries have to adopt different

strategies to be competitive in the market, and this was in part one of the main aims of

the policy-driven efforts promoted in Tuscany for a local and collective fish-labelling
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scheme (as described above). Being food products’ labels a tool that involves complex

coordination dynamics often oriented towards big retailers, the integration of small

producers presents several difficulties.

Lessons learnt

� Before implementing new fish labels at a regional level, it is worth considering that

the central role played by big retailers in vertical coordination with suppliers for

adopting quality labels and distributing labelled products. In Tuscany, existing

quality-labelling schemes for fish products are, in fact, managed by non-state actors

and both suppliers and retailers bear costs in order to lessen information asymmet-

ries within the value chain and, possibly, to improve quality knowledge for con-

sumers. Generally, guaranteeing and providing food quality information is an

inherently costly activity for suppliers (Antle 2001). Also, new tangible marketing

tools such as labels need to be conceived as pertinent expressions of a business-to-

business convention, not only for targeting final consumers.

� Convention theory helped understand that both civic and domestic labelling

agreements actually need to be supported by complementary forms of coordination

(e.g. industrial and market forms).

� The main existing labelling efforts observed are oriented to reduce uncertainties

and to improve information on sustainable practices and local fish production that

can be deemed as relevant opportunities for a new quality scheme. However, such

organisation implies a well-established qualitative and quantitative coordination be-

tween actors building on industrial approaches—such as quality and traceability

controls—for responding to the retailing demand of labelled products with appro-

priate quantity in limited time. An additional labelling and certification scheme

would imply further investment and costs (Banterle and Stranieri 2008), a re-

arrangement of inter-firm coordination, cooperation, trust and fidelity, as well as

the capacity of building a new quality convention made of shared principles. Fur-

thermore, for product procurement, retailers refer to particular lists of suppliers

that are difficult to integrate especially for fishers who are not belonging to an ac-

knowledged group of producers.

� Similarly as observed from other scholars on collective “place brands” of food

products (Donner et al. 2014; Donner et al. 2017), a more holistic consideration of

context-specific coordination, institutional interactions, partnerships and anchorage

of actors within a particular territory, seems to be key to support the success of

local labelling schemes in rural areas, going beyond consumer analysis.

� Innovations in local marketing (such as the introduction of new labelling schemes at a

local level) are rather the result of collective and iterative works obtained through a

combination of traditions and previous practices, often inherited by previous collective

experiences. A new marketable element is often the outcome of a shared socio-

technical context always inspired by a previous experience (Marion 2003). Thus, be-

yond proposing new labels, public policies (aimed at generating and capturing value

added for fisheries and aquaculture primary producers) could enable local producers

with improved skills to join existing and successful labelling schemes. Also, it was
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observed that label adoptions stem from business environments characterised by

forms of horizontal coordination, such as cooperatives and consortia, and vertical inte-

gration. Thus, since the adoption of quality labels is currently possible only for a re-

duced number of producers, it could be fostered not only through supporting

investments in technical and marketing training but also through enhancing the co-

ordination and cooperation capacity of producers within the value chain.

� Furthermore, since our context-analysis analysis has highlighted that labelling schemes

are adopted only by well-structured and organised producers, improving infrastruc-

tures and logistics for the fisheries and aquaculture sector in Tuscany could contribute

to reduce transaction costs, to avoid uncertainties through the value chain and to help

coordination and cooperation between actors of the value chain.

� As it already emerged, fish labelling strategies could be considered as marketing and

coordination tools for industrial economic and production models, mainly because

of costs, organisation and capital structure needed. Thus, local policies oriented to

support small-fisheries needs could shift from encouraging these marketing tools

that are typical of large-scale forms of competition, to targeting instead novel strat-

egies and new economic models for small-scale fishers, as well as to supporting

more focused entrepreneurial skills as it emerged from previous researches on local

fisheries in this area (Prosperi et al. 2019).

� The role of big retailers with regards to eco-labels and the role of wholesalers with

regard to firms’ own label are worth considering. From this analysis, it is difficult to

identify room for other labels unless there is an involvement of wholesalers and big

retailers keen to drive further production for answering consumer demand.

� Finally, to introduce a new fish label at a local level, it is important to distinguish

between aquaculture and fishing activity, as well as considering the intensity of

capitals and the level of the business activity of the producers involved in the

existing labelling schemes in Tuscany.

In conclusion, despite our findings are limited to a geographical region, the context-

specific analysis of fish labelling schemes through the convention theory can contribute

to frame further analyses towards the understanding of challenges and opportunities

for fisheries and aquaculture labelling schemes and related institutional arrangements

at different scales.
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