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Case Study: The Marine Stewardship Council 

 

 

This case study is based on an interview conducted with Ishbel Matheson, Chief Communications Officer, and Richard 

Stobart, Global Head of Marketing, at MSC along with publicly available information. The information in this case study 

does not necessarily reflect the views of UNEP, WWF or GlobeScan but aims to highlight and explain the approach of 

MSC in communicating food sustainability to consumers.  

 

The Marine Stewardship Council (MSC) is an international, independent non-profit organisation launched in 1997. The 
MSC’s mission is to use its fishery certification programme and blue ecolabel to contribute to the health of the world’s 
oceans by recognising and rewarding sustainable fishing practices, influencing the choices people make when buying 
wild-caught seafood and working with partners to shift the seafood market onto a sustainable basis. 

 

Objectives  
 

The behaviour of consumers is integral to MSC’s theory of change. The availability and visibility of MSC-certified seafood 
and public confidence in the MSC label allows consumers to preferentially purchase certified sustainable wild-caught 
seafood. This in turn boosts market demand for sustainable seafood, encouraging more fisheries to improve their 
sustainability management and to volunteer for assessment and certification against the MSC Fisheries Standard. 
Effective communication to consumers is the key to ensuring consumer trust in the MSC blue fish label, thereby 
unlocking consumer demand.  

 

Approach 
 

Scope 

 

The MSC label indicates that a product is sourced from a fishery that meets the MSC Fisheries Standard, which covers 
three principles:  

1. Sustainability of the target fish stock  
2. Ecosystem impacts including non-target species 
3. Effective fishery governance and management 

 

The MSC label also means that the product supply chain has been fully audited to the MSC’s Chain of Custody standard 
to assure consumers that it has been sourced from sustainable fishing practices.  

https://www.msc.org/what-we-are-doing/our-approach/what-is-sustainable-fishing
https://www.msc.org/what-we-are-doing/our-approach/what-is-sustainable-fishing


The availability of MSC-certified seafood products in markets varies around the world and can change as fisheries 
achieve or lose their certifications. Seafood species currently certified by MSC include whitefish (such as hake and 
pollock), tuna, crab, lobster, octopus, prawns, salmon, shrimp, squid, herring and anchovy. Farmed seafood is not within 
the scope of MSC but the independent Aquaculture Stewardship Council (ASC) provides an ecolabel and assurance for 
farmed products.   

MSC recognises that consumer interest in ocean issues is not limited to overfishing, although its consumer research 
shows that this issue remains high on the agenda for many consumers (the second most concerning ocean issue for 
consumers globally, behind ocean pollution, according to MSC’s Global Consumer Insights Survey detailed below). 
Where appropriate, the regular MSC Fisheries Standard Review process will determine whether and how to incorporate 
new issues as they arise. For example, the MSC is currently reviewing the inclusion of new standards around ‘ghost 
gear’ (e.g., lost fishing nets), which contribute to plastic pollution in the ocean. However, MSC is not trying to solve every 
ocean or seafood issue – related concerns such as plastic packaging of seafood or certain social issues are not in scope 
as the organisation chooses to remain focussed on ecologically sustainable fishery management rather than diversify. 
MSC’s consumer-facing communication campaigns, beyond the use of the label by brands and retailers, highlight this 
stance by focussing on raising consumer awareness of the problem of overfishing and how individuals can help by 
choosing MSC-certified wild-caught seafood.  

 

Label 

 

The MSC’s “little blue label” is a certification eco-label. The label shown on product packaging does not provide details 
about the audit scores that underpin the certification but instead acts as an indicator to the consumer that the product 
has been independently certified as coming from a sustainably-managed fishery.  

The label includes the words “Certified Sustainable Seafood”, which may be translated into local languages, above a 
blue tick in the shape of a fish, to indicate MSC approval.  

The MSC team describe their approach as providing consumers with a binary choice between certified sustainable wild-
caught seafood versus uncertified options, with the aim of making a sustainable purchase decision as easy as possible 
for shoppers.  

 

Channels and Audiences 

 

MSC communicates with consumers directly, as well as indirectly through its commercial partners, which include both 
seafood brands and retailers.  

The MSC blue fish label is printed front-of-pack on certified retail-product packaging. It may also be displayed on fish 
counters next to certified seafood and on the menu of restaurants serving meals that include certified seafood, as long 
as those outlets are certified to the MSC’s Chain of Custody standard.  

The MSC label includes the website address prominently (msc.org), allowing consumers who would like more 
information to access it online. MSC’s website provides a consumer-friendly, visually appealing experience with a range 
of information about the MSC - from simple overviews to detailed summaries of MSC Standards - alongside accessible 
and engaging information about what consumers can do themselves to make a positive contribution to marine 
conservation, including sustainable seafood recipes and advice on changing to more sustainable seafood choices. 

To increase consumer awareness and understanding of the label, MSC runs consumer-facing campaigns in markets 
around the world on a regular basis. These typically include two global campaigns a year, alongside market-specific 
local campaigns in the countries in which MSC-certified seafood is sold, often in partnership with retailers or seafood 
brands. Channels vary depending on the market and the nature of the campaign, ranging from events and visual 
merchandising in grocery stores to videos posted and shared on social media by MSC, its commercial partners and 
individual MSC Ocean Ambassadors, who include high-profile chefs, environmentalists and youth activists.  

The MSC defines its target audience as seafood consumers who are interested in where their food comes from. The 
demographic profile of these people varies in different countries.   

Through its social media presence, MSC aims to respond to increasing demand among engaged consumers for more 
discursive communication through two-way dialogue. 

 

Messaging and Campaigns 

 

MSC’s messaging aims to connect sustainability to people’s lives and plates and to put the consumer at the heart of the 
solution to ocean challenges. To achieve this, MSC aims for every campaign to be relevant and topical in that market. 
The way MSC builds this connection with people varies depending on the local context.  

https://www.asc-aqua.org/


In China, for example, MSC focuses on reassuring consumers that the label indicates a sustainable and assured source, 
responding to public concerns about food provenance, quality and safety. In Germany, food safety is considered a given, 
hence MSC’s communications focus more on conserving the oceans. In the UK, messaging around the cultural side of 
fishing is dialled up, as a topic of relevance to British consumers. In other markets, including North America and South 
Africa, the health benefits of eating seafood provide an entry point to introduce consumers to the concept of sustainable 
seafood. MSC uses its bi-annual Global Consumer Insights Survey to guide these market variations, along with other 
sources of consumer intelligence.  

MSC ran a global communications campaign to mark World Ocean Day in 2020 and again in 2021 to spread its “Little 
Blue Label. Big Blue Future” message. This campaign seeks to convey a humble message, through the use of the “little 
blue label” term, while also highlighting the positive impact that consumer action can have on the health of the oceans 
in the future. MSC reports that an estimated 20 million people viewed the campaign video on traditional and streamed 
TV, and over 500 press articles were generated by the campaign. MSC engaged 82 ambassadors worldwide, supported 
by 159 social influencers, and 192 commercial and 43 non-commercial partners across 23 countries. 

 

Partnerships  

 

MSC recognises that it cannot solve the issues facing the oceans alone, hence partnering with businesses and a range 
of other stakeholders is crucial to success. Balancing the practical interests of fisheries, retailers and consumption 
against the needs of the ocean environment is at the core of MSC’s theory of change, 

In particular, MSC’s commercial partnerships including seafood brands and retailers play a major role in increasing 
consumer awareness of the MSC and its blue label. Lidl in the UK is one example of a retailer that often features MSC 
on billboards or in TV advertisements, in a bid to demonstrate the quality and sustainability of its seafood offering to 
consumers. John West Australia is another brand that has actively marketed its products’ MSC certification to 
consumers via a range of channels. 

Beyond commercial organisations, MSC also engages a diverse range of partners at market-level to help promote MSC 
and educate consumers about ocean sustainability issues. In China, for example, MSC has used “key opinion leader 
marketing” by engaging with influencers with large followings to spread the word about MSC and sustainable seafood. 
In New Zealand MSC recently announced a partnership with the National Aquarium of New Zealand to educate pupils 
in hundreds of schools across the country.  

 

Measuring Success  
 

MSC conducts its Global Consumer Insights Survey, managed by GlobeScan, in over twenty countries every two years 
to track consumer attitudes and help measure success in building consumer engagement. In recent years the 
organisation has moved from a focus on increasing consumer awareness and visibility of the label, to concentrating 
more on building consumer understanding of what the label stands for. 

In 2020, the Global Consumer Insights Survey found that 46% of the general population recalled seeing the MSC label 
often or occasionally, up from 37% in 2016. Consumer trust has also increased – among those who recall seeing the 
MSC label, 76% say they trust it, up from 69% in 2016. Unprompted understanding that the label represents ocean or 
seafood sustainability also increased over this time period.  

When looking at MSC messaging, consumer research conducted in 2018 found that the concept that resonates most 
with consumers, consistently across markets, is ensuring that the seafood we enjoy now is available for future 
generations. This is followed by messaging that focuses on protecting the oceans or preventing the destruction of our 
oceans. 

In terms of product availability, over 20,000 certified products carrying the blue MSC label were available worldwide as 
of 2021, a 2% increase on 2020.19% of all wild marine catch was engaged with the MSC in 2021: 14% MSC certified, 
3% certified but suspended and 2% in assessment. An additional 10% of global marine wild catch came from fisheries 
working towards MSC certification.  

 

Challenges   
 

As for other certification organisations, the proliferation of ecolabels and other seafood sustainability information tools 
presents a challenge for MSC to stand out and build consumer understanding in a crowded and confusing marketplace. 
MSC needs to distinguish itself from labels developed by brands and retailers themselves, as well as local certification 
schemes, and alternative seafood sustainability ratings or traffic light labels.  

https://www.msc.org/understanding-seafood-consumers
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=6DKF4_Vl0HE
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=6DKF4_Vl0HE
https://www.msc.org/understanding-seafood-consumers


At the same time, conscious consumers increasingly want reassurance and evidence that labels live up to their claims 
and that they are not being subjected to ‘greenwashing’.  

To address this challenge, MSC tries to balance simplicity and robustness, aiming to differentiate sustainable products 
with the blue label and make it easy for consumers to choose sustainable options, while also ensuring credibility by 
providing more detailed information for those who want it.  

Another challenge that MSC sometimes faces is public criticism from NGOs who have differing perspectives about how 

strict its standards should be. The Netflix documentary Seaspiracy also posed a risk to trust in the MSC as it criticised 

the credibility of the organisation (and the fishing industry more broadly), although many commentators have since 

questioned the film’s claims and sensationalist approach. MSC aims to respond to these criticisms in a transparent way 

 
 

Guidelines  
 

MSC produces its own guidance for partners to ensure that its certification and label are used in a consistent and 
credible way.  

MSC follows ISEAL Alliance Codes of Good Practice and guidance. This includes ISEAL’s Credibility Principles, which 
lay out guiding principles for credible sustainability standards and certification schemes: 

● Continual improvement 
● Truthfulness 
● Reliability 
● Impartiality 
● Transparency 
● Sustainability impacts 
● Collaboration  
● Value creation 
● Measurable progress 
● Stakeholder engagement 

The MSC is also recognised by the Global Sustainable Seafood Initiative (GSSI), an independent benchmark for the 
credibility of sustainable seafood certification programs. The MSC programme meets all the essential components of 
the GSSI benchmark, and a further 63 supplementary components relating to issues such as deep-sea fishing and 
vulnerable marine ecosystems. 

 

Looking Ahead 
 
Looking forward, MSC believe that consumer attention and engagement with environmental issues will continue to 
increase. This will go hand in hand with increasing expectations on retailers and businesses to demonstrate how they 
are part of the solution. As more engaged and empowered consumers ask more questions about where their food comes 
from, and pressure on its commercial partners rises, MSC aims to move towards increasing transparency and dialogue 
with consumers to respond to this demand and providing an independent re-assurance of the sustainability claims on 
seafood products.  

According to MSC, one of the strengths of the brand is its clear and defined long-term value proposition. This is in spite 
of pressure from partners to diversify into other areas. MSC believes that sticking to this well-defined position and not 
diluting the brand or the certification, will be key to increasing consumer trust and understanding going forward which 
will ultimately enable the organisation and its partners to have more positive impact on the health of the oceans.  

 

  

 

 

  

https://www.msc.org/for-business/use-the-blue-msc-label/guidelines
https://www.isealalliance.org/defining-credible-practice/iseal-codes-good-practice
https://www.isealalliance.org/defining-credible-practice/iseal-codes-good-practice

