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Case Study: WWF South African Sustainable 

Seafood Initiative (SASSI) 

 

This case study is based on an interview with Pavitray Pillay, Environmental Behaviour Change Practitioner at WWF 

South Africa, along with publicly available information. The information in this case study does not necessarily reflect 

the views of UNEP, WWF-International or GlobeScan but aims to highlight and explain the approach of SASSI in 

communicating food sustainability to consumers.  

 

In 2004, the Worldwide Fund for Nature (WWF) and its partner, the South African National Biodiversity Institute, 

established the South African Sustainable Seafood Initiative (SASSI) to inform and educate South African seafood 

consumers and restaurateurs to make informed seafood choices in an effort to shift the seafood market to become more 

sustainable. In 2010, SASSI expanded its programme to include the middle actors in the seafood supply chain, i.e. 

retailers, suppliers and traders to ensure a significant shift in the behaviour of the South African seafood sector towards 

more sustainable production practices. 

 

 

Objectives  
 

The overarching goal of SASSI is to encourage consumers to choose ‘green’ and buy sustainable seafood to help 

safeguard ocean and marine resources. By generating consumer demand for sustainable seafood options, raising 

awareness, and partnering with aquariums, retailers, and restaurants, SASSI aims to influence seafood purchases and 

the supply of sustainable seafood in South Africa.  

 

SASSI seeks to increase awareness on marine conservation issues, discourage consumers from choosing illegal and 

unsustainable seafood and guide consumers towards more environmentally-friendly choices. To achieve this, SASSI’s 

theory of change states that by mobilising consumers, retailers/suppliers will be empowered to make and demand more 

sustainable seafood. In turn, it promotes sustainable production of marine resources within the fishing industry and 

drives transformation throughout the seafood supply chain while safeguarding our oceans.  

 

 

Approach 
 

Scope 

 

SASSI uses a “traffic light” system which lists categories of selected South African and imported seafood species 

according to their conservation status. The visual aims to simplify complicated information in the seafood industry into 

three easy to understand categories: Green listed - Best buy, Orange listed - Think Twice and Red listed - Don’t Buy. 

Consumers are encouraged to choose green-listed species as these are the most sustainable. The green list includes 



Marine Stewardship Council (MSC) certified seafood that is then evaluated by SASSI as needed. Orange species are 

of conservation concern and consumers are advised to think twice before eating or purchasing these species and red 

represents species that are unsustainable and of major conservation concern meaning that they are overfished and/or 

the fishery/farms utilise destructive methods.  

 

SASSI aims to create a transparent process whereby interested consumers can check the status of species to 

understand how/why species have been scored. It aims to ensure that its methodology for determining listings of fish 

species is internationally respected, scientifically rigorous to ensure ongoing credibility and multi-stakeholder supported. 

To date, SASSI has assessed and rated >200  species of fish from >15  fisheries, with another 3  fisheries undergoing 

improvement projects.  

 

Channels  

 

Initially the information was presented on a small pocket card designed to be carried on someone’s person and referred 

to when shopping for or eating seafood. These pocket cards were particularly successful in engaging older consumers 

who were also critical when it came to shifting the needle on sustainable seafood demand. Other approaches used 

include websites, posters and an instant messaging service called FishMS. The FishMS service allows consumers to 

type the name of the fish or other seafood into a text message and send it to a SASSI number to receive information on 

the status of that species. 

 

Over time, the demand and variety of seafood increased, as did consumer preference for information changed in tandem 

with social media changes. The pocket card approach was no longer sufficient to engage the younger, multi-racial and 

tech savvy consumers. In 2013, SASSI launched its new app allowing consumers to check the traffic light system on 

their smartphones. A couple of years later, the application was updated for both Apple and Android systems and included 

new information on more seafood species such as how these are caught/farmed and the country of origin.  

 

In addition to the pocket card, app and SMS service, SASSI regularly communicates to consumers via its social media 

channels on Instagram and Facebook.  

 

Audiences  

 

Seafood consumption is on the rise in South Africa, particularly among the black South African demographic due to the 

rising black middle class following the end of Apartheid in 1994. This has led to an increase in the offering of seafood 

options from restaurants and retailers across South Africa. For over a decade, SASSI has undertaken numerous 

behaviour research projects to understand and gain insights into its target consumers, considering both demographic 

and psychographic factors. This was reflected in SASSI’s consumer research, which identified the target audience as 

consumers who buy fresh seafood once a month or more often or visit a seafood restaurant once a month or more often, 

which together account for >30% of the population of all major metropoles in South Africa. This change in market 

demand and supply has shaped SASSI’s target audience for their communications and behaviour change campaigns 

on seafood sustainability. 

 

SASSI uses a scaffolding approach” in which consumers are presented with layers of information and are able to choose 

how much they engage depending on their level of knowledge of sustainability, seafood and propensity to act and invest 

by changing their behaviour. Its Seafood Consumer Development Model helps it understand and target consumers, and 

assess the effectiveness of communications. This model identifies four key stages that consumers go through if the 

programme is to achieve its objectives: 1. Awareness, 2. Action, 3. Understanding the bigger picture, and 4. SASSI 

champion consumer. 

 

Messaging 

 

SASSI’s use of language and messaging has evolved to cater for the changing perspectives and motivations of 

consumers in South Africa. Prior to 2014, SASSI’s campaigns would feature negative language and storytelling with the 

intention of making consumers feel guilty for making unsustainable seafood choices. From around 2015, SASSI’s 

research indicated that consumers no longer responded to negative narratives. So the organisation pivoted towards 

using more positive and inclusive messaging. SASSI reports that motivating the consumer to make a difference and 

communicating how individual actions can bring about positive change has proven more effective in engaging 

consumers. Current campaigns often use language to promote the idea of driving change collectively as a country. 

Enabling consumers to feel a sense of pride due to their efforts is yielding far better results in shifting behaviour.  

 

https://wwfsassi.co.za/what-are-fisheries-improvement-projects/


Regular SASSI marketing campaigns are often timed to coincide with national events or special occasions to increase 

relevance and engagement, when their audiences are most likely to retain the message or consider purchasing seafood. 

For example, this approach was applied in reducing the demand for rock lobster, a South African Christmas staple. 

SASSI launched a rock lobster campaign over the festive period to discourage consumers from purchasing this red 

listed species as part of their Christmas meal.  

 

Partnerships 

 

SASSI actively promotes partnerships, from national aquariums to restaurants, retailers, bloggers and influencers. Its 

retailer and supplier scheme seek to encourage seafood retailers/brands to commit to sell only green-listed species. 

The SASSI Retailer/Supplier Participation Scheme applies behaviour change interventions such as peer pressure to 

encourage major retailers and suppliers in South Africa to adopt sustainability commitment. Through supporting 

companies’ seafood procurement policy updates, seafood labelling improvements and staff capacity development 

consistently raising the bar across industries. These processes encourage the shift in demand from over-exploited fish 

stocks towards more sustainable choices whilst spreading awareness within employees’ peer groups as well as to 

customers.  

 

Chefs are considered by SASSI to be highly influential in encouraging desired procurement choices and consumer 

palates. They represent an alternative channel for communicating the SASSI messages. Through the introduction of 

the SASSI Trailblazer awards in 2013, SASSI assessed chefs by rating their restaurant seafood sustainability policy 

and the effectiveness of their communication of their sustainability policy beyond their customers. Since then, over 50 

chefs in South Africa have been identified as ‘trailblazer’ ambassadors for SASSI. Bloggers, which SASSI terms “lifestyle 

influencers”, have also become partners in driving greater awareness and promotion of SASSI. The growth of social 

media has seen the rise of bloggers providing honest and transparent reviews of products/services. SASSI has 

partnered with bloggers to promote awareness of seafood sustainability, providing information and recipes, to help 

expand reach beyond the usual target audience.  

 

 

Measuring Success  
 

SASSI’s use of metrics is fundamental to the evaluation of its model on how to effectively communicate food 

sustainability to consumers and ensure that its communications are contributing effectively based on its theory of change. 

The SASSI team monitors and evaluates success in communicating to consumers and to ascertain if consumers are 

making informed seafood choices based on the species rating system based on results from bi-annual surveys. These 

indicators include tracking ‘likes’ and shares on social media, the number of app downloads, time spent on the SASSI 

website/app and the most researched species. Recent metrics include: 

 

● SASSI’s most recent South African consumer survey in 2021/2022 indicate that 84% of the target market is 

aware of sustainable seafood and 47% are aware of the SASSI programme. Comparatively, in 2017, consumer 

awareness of sustainable seafood was at 79% with 40% awareness of the SASSI programme 

● 90% of the 47% who are aware of SASSI tools say that SASSI has influenced their seafood choices (according 

to the same SASSI 2021/2022 nationwide survey) 

● SASSI has received coverage in the media to an AVE (Advertising Value Equivalent) of more than 150 million 

Rand (USD 9,3 million) over the last 18 years 

 

Furthermore, due to the SASSI programme, there have been three key commercial species that have moved from an 

orange rating to a green rating (carpenter, kingklip and Cape hake). Another example of SASSI success is the Namibian 

Fishery which, due to the SASSI retailer/supplier programme lobbying efforts, entered into the MSC certification process 

and was fully certified in 2020. 

 

Awareness raising was identified as the first step towards shifting the industry and driving consumer demand. In addition 

to its own channels of engagement, SASSI also reaches more people through its partnerships: 

 

● 250,000 school children a year visit the Two Oceans Aquarium including the SASSI exhibit 

● SASSI’s Retailer/Supplier Participation Scheme works with 5 out of the 6 major retailers in South Africa, 

including Shoprite/Checkers, Pick and Pay, Food Lovers Market, SPAR and Woolworths 

● SASSI has regular engagement with over 20 companies and other major retailers in South Africa and 

provided >4500 employees of these partners with SASSI training 



Challenges   
 

SASSI faces an ongoing tension between the species that it lists as sustainable “green” options and the species that 

small-scale South African fishers are able to catch locally, which are often red-listed. The implication is that consumers 

are discouraged from purchasing seafood supplied by small-scale local fishers, resulting in potential loss of livelihoods. 

This presents further challenges for communications, as consumers seek straight forward, accessible options that are 

both environmentally and socially positive. To overcome this challenge, SASSI has been developing a ‘human 

dimension’ component for the SASSI assessment with funding support from the ‘Fish Forward 2’ project. The aim is to 

ensure that the transition to sustainable fisheries is more inclusive, giving a voice and allowing small scale fishers to 

participate in fishery improvement projects.  

 

The Covid-19 pandemic has also posed challenges as the availability of seafood has also shifted dramatically towards 

those that are red-listed in a bid to attract more customers to the eateries. As business grew tougher, businesses 

employed approaches that include greenwashing and intentional mislabelling. SASSI ran a campaign called ‘Stay at 

Home with SASSI’ during the pandemic, to target their audience when they were less occupied and thus more likely to 

engage, inviting them to create interesting recipes from readily available locally caught, green-listed seafood products. 

Like many other projects, long term funding remains a major challenge. As SASSI is a behaviour change programme, 

successes and impact are only visible after 5-10 years.  

 
 

Guidelines  
 

SASSI has developed its own internal guidelines for communication: 

 

1) Know your system and work at multiple levels: be explicit about the change you want to bring about, 

how activities are likely to deliver that change, who maintains the power to change the status quo. 

2) Know who you’re talking to and make it easy and attractive for them to act: be clear about the target 

market, align the sense of responsibility with a clear call-to-action in order to motivate participation by 

stakeholders and consumers. 

3) Create a platform which enables broad buy-in and is attractive: this allows for uptake of the concept by 

partners and enables them to fully support and take ownership of the campaign. 

4) Keep messages clear, simple, consistent, timely and contextual - aligned with science 

communications principles 

5) Cultivate strategic networks, invest in quality over quantity and ensure that you add value: payoff is 

important for all stakeholders to continue their support for and participation in the programme. 

6) Take time to reflect and prepare to be surprised: ensure implementation of an effective monitoring and 

evaluation framework to track your progress and stimulate further collaboration in the programme.  

 

Looking Ahead 
 
A key factor in the success of SASSI is how well the organisation knows its target market. This has allowed SASSI to 

periodically review and evolve the channels used, the tone of messaging and the timing and content of campaigns, 

since it launched in 2004. 

 

Going forward it will be important for SASSI to continue to monitor the needs and expectations of consumers in South 

Africa in a post-pandemic world. This will involve continuing to innovate in the way that SASSI communicates to the 

consumers on the challenging balances between environmental seafood sustainability and the livelihoods of small-

scale fishers. 
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