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Abstract

This is a bachelor thesis within the subject of Corporate Sustainability and Business Adminis-
tration related to performance measurement of sustainability and how this impacts profitability.
Through this study the researchers seek to create a deeper understanding for how large Swedish
wholesalers of fish & seafood can develop more effective business operations and contribute to a
sustainable fish & seafood industry while retaining or improving their profitability.

As suggested by the literature, measuring and monitoring sustainability performance is a key
component in achieving sustainability within businesses. This research builds on the scope of
strategic CSR and the assumption that sustainability is a requirement for, and can even drive firms’
long-term profitability. By developing KPIs, Key Performance Indicators, based on non-financial
information companies can manage their operations more accurately from a sustainability point
of view, but also perform from a business perspective. The purpose of this thesis is to examine
whether such KPI-based management models can be applied to large Swedish food wholesalers
within the Fish & Seafood (F&S) category. The project was conducted with a qualitative method,
a deductive approach and interviews at some of Sweden’s largest wholesalers of fish & seafood.

The results show that Swedish fish & seafood wholesalers are not using the KPI-based models,
that some consider sustainability efforts as important for their long-term profitability, and that
sustainability efforts are rather developed more by stakeholder dialogue and business acumen.

Keywords:
Sustainability, KPI, Key Performance Indicator, CSR, Fish, Seafood, Overfishing, Wholesaler,

Performance Measurement, Performance Management, Financial Performance, Profitability.

i



0.1 Foreword

We would like to start by thanking our supervisor Gabriela Schaad for her great feedback and
thoughtful insights throughout the project. We also wish to thank our respondents for providing
us with stimulating interviews and interesting research material.

This thesis was motivated by an interest for “win-win” situations where sustainability initia-
tives would contribute and become the building stone for future corporate profitability. Having
a background in fishery control & management as well as the wholesaling industry in Sweden, we
thought it interesting to combine our interests into this study of how sustainability can be mea-
sured and made both more sustainable and profitable through the help of the models we learned
within our programme in Corporate Sustainability. The fish & seafood category was not only
worth studying to us because of our interests. It was also due to the sheer amount of environmen-
tal aspects and problems that this category is facing and failing to address on a worldwide scale.
Overfishing, biodiversity, pollution, ecosystem degradation, health concerns as well as social con-
siderations are only some of the factors relating to fish & seafood specifically.

Wholesalers are a particularly interesting type of actor to study due to their scale and bargaining
power towards both producers and clients. Simultaneously, the five leading Swedish food whole-
salers all have a systematic environmental management system which made it plausible that they
would use the management models described in this thesis, with very specific KPIs (Key Per-
formance Indicators) driving their sustainability work with fish & seafood. This was not the case
however, and thus the thesis went on to study the management and business administration aspects
more heavily than the environmental and biological aspects.

Gothenburg, June 23rd 2021

Johan Ottander & Thomas Pitel.

The researchers would like to advise the reader on asterisk-marked∗ concepts throughout the

report, defined below in the Definitions section. Hyperlinks are also available by clicking on the

year, section/figure number, etc.
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0.2 Definitions

Electronic Data Interchange (EDI): the inter-company communication of business documents,
such as purchase orders or invoices, in a standard electronic format. In EDI transactions, informa-
tion moves directly from a computer application in one organization to a computer application in
another. (IBM, n.d.)

ISO 14001: an international standard specifying the requirements of an environmental manage-
ment system (EMS) so that organisations may manage and enhance their environmental perfor-
mance. The standard applies to the environmental aspects of the activities, products and services
that organisations deem they can either control or influence, considering a life-cycle perspective
and the principles of continuous improvement. ISO 14001 is currently the most widely used
certification for environmental management systems, with over 300,000 individual certificates
worldwide. (International Organization for Standardization, 2021; 2020)

Key Performance Indicator (KPI): A quantifiable measurement of company/business unit progress
towards an intended goal. Enabling a focus on potential strategic and operational improvements,
management with KPIs often involves setting targets for a leading indicator (the desired level of
performance) and tracking progress against that target to drive improvement and achieve further
lagging benefits desired by the company (Balanced Scorecard Institute, n.d.)

MSC & ASC (Marine Stewardship Council / Aquaculture Stewardship Council): Two non-profit
organisations setting the world’s leading standards for sustainable fishing (MSC) and aquaculture
(ASC). Both organisations offer eco-labelling schemes guaranteeing that fish & seafood products
are traced back to fisheries or aquacultures certified to the MSC/ASC standards. Both labels have
gained in popularity in recent years. In 2018, 54% of Swedish consumers were aware of the MSC
label (Marine Stewardship Council, 2016; 2018; Aquaculture Stewardship Council, n.d.).

Performance management: the forward-looking process used to set goals and regularly check
progress toward achieving those goals. In practice, an organisation sets goals, looks at the actual
data for its performance measures, and acts on results to improve the performance toward its goals.
(HRSA, 2011)

Performance measurement: a process by which an organisation monitors important aspects of
its programs, systems, and processes. In this context, performance measurement includes the
operational processes used to collect data necessary for the performance measures. (HRSA, 2011)

Strategic CSR: Businesses with profit-maximising shareholders but stakeholders mindful of their
sustainability impacts typically adopt initiatives of “strategic CSR” - implying a positive and even
fruitful relationship between sustainability and profitability (Kitzmueller & Shimshack, 2012).

‘The researchers’: describes the authors of this report, J. Ottander and T. Pitel.

Value-added labelling: A designation in Sweden (Sv: mervärdesmärkning) referring to products
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assessed by a third-party to be better than their alternatives from an environmental, health or
ethical perspective. Swedish examples are Svanen, Bra Miljöval, KRAV, Rättvisemärkt and Gröna
Nyckelhålet. (Jordbruksdepartementet, 2006)

Wholesaler: a company purchasing goods in large volumes from producers, vendors or other
intermediaries. They buy primarily for resale use. Goods are procured, stored, marketed, sold
and distributed to retailers, other wholesalers, and various commercial, industrial or institutional
actors. Wholesalers are mostly B2B companies and focus on offering low costs and a high service
level. In this study two types of wholesalers of fish & seafood are discussed:

• A full-range wholesaler carries a large inventory in width ( the amount of different product
categories) and depth (the amount of products in each category).

• A specialist wholesaler focuses on one product category, enabling them to fulfil more pre-
cise orders in product weight, shape, quality, or preparation than full-range wholesalers.
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”When the seagulls follow the trawler, it’s because they think sardines will be

thrown into the sea.”

- Eric Cantona
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A.1.1 Exempel på fisk och skaldjur KPI:er . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . III
A.2 Example selection of possible KPIs applicable to fish & seafood . . . . . . . . . III

A.2.1 Example of KPI implementation with the Corporate Sustainability Model
framework) . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . III

A.2.2 KPI suggested by Epstein & Buhovac (2017) . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . IV
A.2.2.1 Inputs . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . IV
A.2.2.2 Processes . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . IV
A.2.2.3 Outputs . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . IV
A.2.2.4 Outcomes: Long-term Financial Performance . . . . . . . . . V

A.2.3 KPI suggested by the researchers (in Swedish) . . . . . . . . . . . . . . VI
A.3 Figures & Charts . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . VII

viii



1 BACKGROUND

1 Background

Sustainability performance measurement is a key factor in achieving sustainability and long-term
profitability according to Epstein and Buhovac (2017). Through their Corporate Sustainability
Model, they reconcile the seemingly unescapable issue of sustainability improvements being
linked mainly to costs, as sustainability Key Performance Indicators∗ (KPIs) are purported to
drive the long-term financial success of the organisation. The authors describe that for instance,
increased share of more sustainable products might improve a company’s market share within
their existing markets, or let them tap into previously unexplored customer segments. Improved
stakeholder reactions from the betterment of the company’s sustainability performance does not
however happen by itself, and even when a company’s board of directors has taken a stance to-
wards sustainability, the challenge still lies in trickling down these corporate objectives through
the subordinate business units in the organisation.

The use of budgeting, various forms of profit-and-loss responsibility and internal departmental
KPIs is a typical way to distribute business units’ contributions to an organisation’s financial ob-
jectives (Ax et al., 2015). This logic does not, however, translate readily or easily to sustainability
problems, which are multi-faceted, typically not measured in financial units, and are not controlled
or impacted in the same manner by different organisational business units (Epstein & Buhovac,
2017).

Through this thesis, the researchers hope to help the reader gain knowledge about how sustainabil-
ity performance can be linked most effectively to profitability and overall financial performance.
This led to the study of companies which are already working with a relatively established sus-
tainability framework, with a clear ability to implement their sustainability and financial goals
throughout their organisation, and a large number of stakeholders to work with and take into
consideration. The researchers believe Swedish food wholesalers to be exactly such types of or-
ganisations, and in the interest of limiting the study to where it could make the most impact, the
impact of these wholesalers’ sustainability work linked to fish & seafood products was studied.

This research project did not study potential CSR solutions to fish & seafood-related challenges
at an aggregated level, as this research trajectory is more to the field of environmental economics
related to public goods and common resources. Thus, no conclusions about government solutions
for seafood sustainability in comparison to CSR or private solutions shall be presented.

1.1 Sustainability issues of fish & seafood

For many generations, fish has been an important source of food and a natural part of our liveli-
hood, culture and consumption pattern. According to the Food and Agriculture Organisation of
the United Nations (FAO) around 17 percent of the world’s protein intake comes from fish and
aquaculture (FAO, 2014), and around 3 billion people rely on fish as their main source of protein
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1 BACKGROUND

(WWF, n.d.). Furthermore, the seafood sector provides over 60 million people with jobs (FAO,
2014). However, as the fishing industry plays a crucial role in society as a job and food provider,
fish populations become vastly over-exploited. It is estimated that over 90 percent of the global
fish stocks either are overfished or fished at maximum levels (Neslen, 2016). Overfishing is de-
fined as when fish is caught at a higher pace than the fish is able to reproduce, ultimately leading to
a depletion of fish stocks with an ecosystem collapse as a potential consequence (Havet.nu, 2020).
Depletion and collapse of fish stock is often exemplified by the case of the Newfoundland cod in
1992, where cod stock went near extinction and around 30 000 people lost their jobs - putting a
500 year-old tradition to an end (Higgins, 2009). Three decades later, the Atlantic northwest cod
has still not recovered (CBC Radio, 2018).

To apply a more regional perspective to the problem of overfishing, the situation in Nordic waters
is also critical. Some examples of species being threatened by overfishing are cod, especially in the
Baltic sea but also in the North sea; Salmon in the south Baltic sea; eels, and the North sea shrimp
in Kattegatt/Skagerrak (Havet.nu, 2020). However, it is important to state that other antropogenic
forces also have a negative impact on fish stock and the ecosystem’s overall resilience. Which
impacts that are most harmful varies between species, but from a holistic viewpoint environmental
toxins, climate change, eutrophication, and the loss of natural habitats and biodiversity all need
to be considered. For eels, overfishing and hydroelectric plants are the two biggest contributing
factors to the decrease in population (Havet.nu, 2020). These impacts are interlinked with each
other and could create both positive and negative synergies.

Other important sustainability aspects are related to fish farms, a growing industry that both com-
petes and is closely interconnected with the conventional fishing industry. Especially problematic
is the farming of tiger shrimps where large areas of mangrove forest are cleared in order to es-
tablish these farms (Naturskyddsföreningen, 2011). Other fish farm problems include antibiotics
and pesticides, emission of greenhouse gases and the use of fish flour as feed which indirectly
contributes to overfishing in other areas (Naturskyddsföreningen, n.d.).

1.2 Use areas of fish & seafood

In 2018, around 88 percent of the 179 million tonnes of total fish production worldwide was
destined to direct human consumption. Fish & seafood products are recognised not only as some
of the healthiest foods on the planet, but also as some of the least taxing on the natural environment
despite the several challenges described throughout this report. Sustainability aspects of fish &
seafood products continues to require attention given that the world food fish consumption is
projected to be 18% higher in 2030 than in 2018. (FAO, 2020)

Considering these aspects creates a need to study some of the major actors influencing the demand,
procurement and distribution of fish & seafood and therefore having a large potential influence on
the problems linked to fish and the sea.
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1 BACKGROUND

1.3 Swedish food wholesale market structure and sustainability commit-
ments

This study puts the focal point on large Swedish wholesalers of fish & seafood selling to the
HoReCa market - an industry acronym standing for Hotel, Restaurant and Catering (European
Commission, n.d.). HoReCa wholesalers’ clients might range from hotels and restaurants (with
comparatively high expectations on quality), to school and workplace canteens, hospitals, trans-
port catering services and public institutions. With fish & seafood commonly included in most
diets, a number of HoReCa actors are therefore highly active within the fish & seafood product
category. A fish & seafood wholesaler will buy these products in high-volume from higher up
in the production chain (often producers), handling all the procurement and logistics and provid-
ing HoReCa end-clients with reliability, convenience and lower costs so they may focus on their
core activity (Martin & Servera, 2020; EuroCater, 2020; Menigo, 2021; Axfood, 2021; Gunnar
Dafgård, 2020).

The Swedish HoReCa food wholesale market is dominated by five main actors: Martin & Servera,
Menigo Foodservice, Axfood, Svensk Cater and Gunnar Dafgård. With turnovers between 3.1 and
15.3 billion SEK, they are known as full-range wholesalers∗ (Swedish: fullsortimentsgrossister)
and all display a wide offering of fish & seafood on their webpages. They compete with about 100
smaller wholesalers. (Konkurrensverket, 2019)

All five major wholesalers have Environmental Management Systems certified to the ISO
14001:2015 standard∗ and Sustainability reports that are either included in the main Annual report
or standalone (Martin & Servera, 2020; EuroCater, 2020; Menigo, 2021; Axfood, 2021; Gunnar
Dafgård, 2020). Meanwhile, four out of the five wholesalers described have included the UN’s
Sustainability Development Goal Nr. 14, “Conserve and sustainably use the oceans, seas and

marine resources” (United Nations, 2015) as well as certifications for Sustainable fish & seafood
production such as MSC (Marine Stewardship Council, n.d.) and ASC (Aquaculture Stewardship
Council, n.d.), signalling an active work with these specific product ranges.

Some of the commitments to sustainability within the fish & seafood category have revolved
around procuring certified products, described in Section 2.1.2. A process of negative screening
was also largely applied, namely, the practice of not buying certain options considered unsustain-
able. Most respondents have for instance had “fish policies” describing the correct handling of
fish products and forbidding the purchase of red-listed fish species in WWF’s fish guide (WWF,
2020, described further in Section 2.1.2).

Different end clients set different sustainability requirements on wholesalers and vary in their
willingness to pay for sustainable fish & seafood. One aspect of this research has been to study
how fish & seafood-related sustainability KPIs come into being at major Swedish wholesalers, and
to explore which originate in sustainability requirements set by some of the wholesalers’ clients.
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Swedish wholesalers’ systematic sustainability work, as well as the importance of their role in
procuring, marketing and distributing fish & seafood products makes them especially interesting
to study. Meanwhile, the scale of the major Swedish food wholesalers would make one expect that
they would already be harnessing their business data through performance measurement systems,
and gaining further business insights from them.

1.4 Increasing demand for ecological and certified fish & seafood

Fish & seafood are typically connected with high prices due to seasonal and weather variations,
availability, and preservation requirements resulting in high margins in the entire value chain.
Price and quality are therefore key factors for consumers (Macklean, 2015), and reasonably this
should also apply to HoReCa clients. An example of the retail cost distribution for perch and
pike-perch is presented in Figure 5 in Appendix A.3. Further, the interest in organic fish, at 18.3%
measured in proportion of sales, is the strongest of all food categories, having risen sharply from
under 0.2% in 2004 (See Figure 1). Meanwhile, only 6.1% of offered products are organic (SCB,
2020). This could explain why Swedish wholesalers have been working with certifications for sus-
tainable fish & seafood for some years. For example, 62.5% of Axfood’s range is already certified
(Axfood, 2021). This supports Macklean’s (2015) prediction that MSC/ASC certifications∗ are
becoming an industry standard, and that wholesalers’ barrier-to-entry into certified product ranges
has been relatively low, perhaps partly thanks to the low amount of branding in fish products,
enabling wholesalers to vary the producers they buy from as long as they are certified.

Figure 1: % Demand for organic food in 2004 and 2019 (SCB, 2020)
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2 PROBLEM DISCUSSION

2 Problem Discussion

2.1 Sustainability challenges linked to fish & seafood

Even though fishery is largely controlled and regulated, the problem of overfishing and the tragedy

of the commons remains (Mcwhinnie, 2009). The field of potential regulatory solutions is largely
covered in academia, e.g. Total Allowable Catch and Territorial Use Rights for Fishing are prac-
ticed in the real world (Parslow, 2010). The insight about insufficient government measurement
and market failures makes it relevant to study the role of CSR in relation to this problem. This is
because companies are the primary actors driving the problem of overfishing and should therefore
be part of the solution (Kitzmueller & Shimshack, 2012), but also because companies wish to be
able to continue selling fish in the future, and thirdly due to the increasing market demand for
sustainable products. Therefore companies practicing strategic CSR∗ (Kitzmueller & Shimshack,
2012) can be claimed to play a key role in solving the sustainability problems of linked to fish
& seafood. As the link between producers and end-users, wholesalers are crucial actors in the
development of sustainable fish & seafood. Two articles related to this area and CSR present a
better understanding of why the sustainability of fish & seafood still remains so challenging.

In the article Refocusing Seafood Sustainability as a Journey Using the Law of the Minimum by
Tlusty et al. (2012), CSR seafood is discussed as a journey towards sustainability. According
to the article, a common misconception is that a ”state of sustainability” (p. 1) is considered
to be achieved, making it harder for buyers, consumers, and retailers to navigate when choosing
products. Further, the sustainability misconception leads to the problematic assumption that no
improvements are needed.

Bailey et al. (2018) also study the connection between CSR, sustainable seafood and overfishing
in their article The role of corporate social responsibility in creating a Seussian world of seafood

sustainability. The study provides a review of three tools that CSR-fishing companies use; certi-
fications, fisheries improvement projects (FIPs); and traceability. The authors argues that seafood
CSR lives in a ”Seussian world”, where business image is more important than sustainability
performance. Furthermore, they identify four barriers for sustainable fishing:

1. The problem of the Business Case. Whether a company engages in CSR or not depends on
whether there is a business case or not. If consumers have a high willingness to pay for CSR
and there is a market for it, companies naturally will adopt a CSR approach. However, not all
consumers have the financial capacity to reward such engagement, and consumers tend to stop
rewarding after a certain level of investment in CSR. Furthermore, relying on a business case for
achieving sustainable seafood will constrain the development to the extent to which it is profitable.
(Bailey et al., 2018)

2. Where CSR and sustainability efforts matters most, access is limited. Private sustainability
efforts probably have the biggest potential impact where state oversight is weak or insufficient,
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2 PROBLEM DISCUSSION

however it seems like fisheries in these countries are unable to harvest the benefits of these ef-
forts. Much of the small scale fishery takes place in the developing world, and is often performed
more sustainably than by industrialised competitors. Due to the associated costs with certifica-
tion schemes and data requirements, it is hard for small scale businesses to obtain certifications.
(Bailey et al., 2018)

3. Different definitions of what sustainability is. Furthermore, the fluid definition of sustainability
and the conflicting ideas what this means in practice is inherently problematic and another barrier.
Often NGOs and the industry present different images of sustainability, but even NGOs have
difficulties in agreeing upon a common definition. (Bailey et al., 2018)

4. Authority of the private sector. A risk with self-regulatory industries is that by defining respon-
sibilities and standards, CSR businesses apply softer rules for businesses rather than harder. By
applying self-regulation, the whole industry can avoid more state regulation. However, voluntary
regulation schemes could also stimulate state-based control and serve as a regulation enhancer.
(Bailey et al., 2018)

2.1.1 Problems and criticism regarding MSC certifications

MSC∗ has three main principles; sustainable fish stocks, minimising environmental impact, and
effective fisheries management. To be eligible for certification, the business has to comply with
these principles and follow the certification scheme. (MSC, 2020)

Even though MSC present rigorous sustainability goals and serious efforts to steer towards sustain-
able seafood, critics from academia are not absent. Focusing on the first principle of sustainable
fish stocks, Gutiérrez et al. (2012) showed that 80% out of 45 MSC-certified stocks were fished
sustainably, at a pace enabling the fish stocks to remain at sustainable levels or rebuild further.
However, much lower numbers had been found by Froese and Proelss (2012), looking at the same
fish stocks some months earlier, finding that only 52% of them were harvested sustainably.

2.1.2 Other sustainability fish & seafood certification and methods to prevent environmen-
tal degradation

The KRAV certification is another sustainability tool that can be used for procuring sustainable
fish & seafood. It follows the rules and principles of MSC but with some additional requirements,
such as minimising fuel usage, level of dioxins and tools to avoid by-catch. (KRAV, 2020)

The World Wildlife Fund, WWF provides a guide of which species and fishing methods that can
be considered sustainable or not. The guide summarises information in an intuitive listing with
species marked in green, yellow or red depending on the fish stock status and used harvesting
method (WWF, 2020). The guide primarily focuses on end-consumers but could provide relevant
information for producers, wholesalers and retailers as well.
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Aside from certifications, an alternative method to improve seafood sustainability is through FIPs,
Fishery Improvement Projects. For instance, CSR businesses can advocate for better fishery poli-
cies to be adopted by governments and/or intergovernmental organisations, or help insufficient
governments with public duties such as data collection (Bailey et al., 2018). Furthermore, trace-
ability is an important tool for seafood sustainability. However, CSR measures like traceability
can be hard to implement and influence for individual companies, as no common guidelines or
standards have been agreed upon on the international level. (Bailey et al., 2018)

Aquaculture and the fish feed it uses is another driving force of the bad ecological status of the
sea (ASC, n.d.). Fish feed is made by fishing for industry fish, which are milled into to fish meal
and processed into fish oil (Wijkström, 2020). The fish meal is often made from species that are
still eatable for humans (Sundblad et al., 2020). This is not only connected to the degradation of
fish stock in Nordic waters (Sundblad et al., 2020). According to Evans (2019), foreign trawlers
are also depleting the fish stocks outside West Africa, India and Vietnam to produce fish meal for
fish farms and aquaculture in other countries.

Some solutions that have been discussed are for instance preparing the fish for human consumption
directly instead of turning it to fish feed (Sundblad et al., 2020), aquaculture in closed systems, as
well as production of plant-based fish feed (Laxmar, 2017).

2.2 Challenges and opportunities of driving business more sustainably - the
company’s role in solving sustainability problems

2.2.1 Shareholder Primacy versus Sustainable Business?

Historically and before the topic of corporate sustainability gained popularity in the corporate gov-
ernance literature, businesses were mainly assigned one social role, making money and maximis-
ing shareholders’ value (Friedman, 1970). Dominant between 1970-1985 especially, this theory
of Shareholder Primacy was at odds with most ideas of Corporate Social Responsibility since the
aim of profit maximisation would in principle justify any means, including conducting business
very unsustainably, if profitable.

Corporate Social Responsibility and Stakeholder Theory, the idea that businesses also need to con-
sider other interests beyond shareholders’ profit maximisation, had also been previously discussed
(Sommer, 1991). They were first more authoritatively introduced in the Strategic Management lit-
erature by Freeman (1984), arguing that stakeholder analysis methods should be the start of any
strategic business endeavour, instead of limiting oneself to shareholders and their interests. Today
Epstein and Buhovac (2017) argue for four main reasons why sustainability requires managers’
urgent attention, namely increasing regulation, public and activist scrutiny, societal and moral obli-
gations - but also cost and revenue imperatives. Starting from the 1990s, operationalising tools to
manage these varied and oftentimes non-financial stakeholder expectations were developed.
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2.3 The management models reconciliating profitability and sustainability
performance

The Triple Bottom Line (TBL) accounting framework introduced by Elkington (1997) was one
such example, bringing the environmental and social impacts of companies to the fore alongside
profit. Only a company producing a triple bottom line would take into account the full costs of
doing business, enabling it to take better decisions coming from all three social, environmental
and economic perspectives.

TBL was built on similar KPI-measuring principles as the Balanced Scorecard (BSC) framework
of Kaplan and Norton (1992) in stating that no one single performance measure∗ can be suffi-
ciently comprehensive to predict future financial performance. Rather, through the use of diverse
KPIs, different aspects need to be measured, which the authors divide into the Financial, Customer,
Internal Business and Innovation & Learning perspectives. One sees the link to stakeholder the-
ory clearly as measures in the Balanced Scorecard (BSC) are derived from the needs of internal
and external stakeholders. Kaplan and Norton (1992) also stress the management and motiva-
tional shift that the BSC intends to support, as an organisation defines in its Scorecard the goals
to achieve and their associated performance measuring indicators, but still the means to improve
these metrics is left for the company’s functional units to define. Thus the BSC focuses much
more on vision and strategies than on Industrial Era-type performance control systems (Epstein &
Buhovac, 2017).

Both Elkington (1997) and Epstein and Buhovac (2017) argue that applying such tools to busi-
nesses’ social and environmental processes is imperative to drive and sustain their long-term fi-
nancial performance. Relating to the increasing public and governmental scrutiny linked to CSR
Elkington (2004) advances that a key reason why financial performance is driven by sustainabil-
ity, is that that unsustainability (i.e. “unsustainable patterns of wealth creation and distribution”

(Elkington, 2004, p. 10)) is gradually making it impossible for a firm to conduct business and
survive, let alone prosper.

Research within the Operations Management field has shown that operating sustainability goals
aimed at improving resource efficiency tend to be profitable, such as energy or water efficiency
gains (Epstein & Buhovac, 2017; Magon et al., 2018; Melnyk et al., 2003; Green, Zelbst,
Meacham, et al., 2012). Epstein and Buhovac (2017), specifically, argue that the mapping out
of stakeholders’ needs in light of sustainability dimensions lead firms to effective operational and
capital investments decisions routinely returned higher production yields and improved product
quality.

KPI-based management models have received critique for focusing too much on metrics such as
“gradual improvement, short-term goals, and time-consuming third-party rating systems” which
do not take into account the “shift away from today’s best practice to tomorrow’s required prac-

tice” (Benn et al., 2018, p. 94). Strategically defining sustainability as a preferred and viable path
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towards high financial performance has remained a business challenge for many years, mostly
because very few companies would want or manage to account for social and environmental ex-
ternalities in their business accounting (Chouinard et al., 2011). Chouinard et al. argue that this
situation is currently changing for three reasons. First, externalities are increasingly quantified and
can be included in economic calculations. Secondly, socially responsible investing is becoming
more value-seeking beyond original negative screening approaches. Thirdly, many inter-industry
sustainability performance metrics have been converging and standardised, facilitating improve-
ments throughout firms’ entire value chains. The authors refer to PUMA’s introduction of the En-
vironmental P&L statement which according to its creators is founded in “hard-nose economics”

and “has nothing to do with the CSR or green agenda” (Chouinard et al., 2011. p. 4).

One crucial prerequisite to note in Epstein & Buhovac’s Corporate Sustainability Model is, how-
ever, that “managers must quantify how one variable drives another...” (starting then sometimes
with sustainability-related variables) “...until the link to profit is clear” (Epstein & Buhovac,
(2017), p. 190). But have all medium and large companies been able to do this accounting as
thoroughly as the multinational corporations presented by Epstein & Buhovac? And if they have
not, are they still able to assess the short- and long-term financial performance of their sustain-
ability work and sustainability-linked corporate initiatives?

2.4 Wholesalers - the impactful actors standing to both contribute and gain

This led the researchers to want to study whether KPI-based performance measurement models
would be suitable for use at the key actors in the food procurement and distribution chain in
Sweden - namely, wholesalers.

It was shown previously that CSR, sustainability KPIs, and fish & seafood are well-covered indi-
vidually in the scientific literature. However, very little has been written about how wholesalers
can be contributing to these issues - and how this can be done in a profitable way.

Wholesalers would arguably be particularly suited for the implementation of KPI-based manage-
ment systems. Working with small margins and high volume commitments entails that each deci-
sion bears a high impact, positively or negatively. Already, wholesalers will typically use several
management systems pertaining to inventory management, distribution and enterprise resource
planning (Lantz, 2015). These systems already contain a variety of sustainability information
relating to products and processes performance, relating to weight, involved materials, logistical
flows, product certifications and supplier information.

Processes are already in place at the largest Swedish food wholesalers to measure, report and
continually improve some significant sustainability aspects, as required by their ISO 14001 certi-
fications (Epstein & Buhovac, 2017) mentioned in Section 1.3.

Like any company today, however, wholesalers need to be profitable on the long-run, and find
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if not value maximisation, at least value satisfaction (Walters & Lancaster, 2000). However, the
researchers found only a meagre amount written about wholesaling profitability. Redmond (1993)
presented results on industry structure force between producers, wholesalers and retailers, finding
profitability as a zero-sum game. These results might however not apply to HoReCa wholesalers
directly, since they in majority serve restaurants, hotels and institutions, and less to retailers.

Sustainability KPIs were investigated in the literature mostly in producers, as opposed to whole-
salers. CSR in the Finnish food chain was analysed by Forsman-Hugg et al. (2013), identifying
key CSR dimensions of the bread, broiler chicken and margarine product categories. The study
identified 7 key CSR dimensions: environment, product safety, corporate nutritional responsibil-
ity, occupational welfare, animal health and welfare, local market presence and economic respon-
sibility (Forsman-Hugg et al., 2013). The latter, economic responsibility “set the basis for all

other CSR dimensions” (Forsman-Hugg et al., 2013, p. 11), although a limitation for the study
was that respondents refused to discuss detailed pricing strategies. This thesis’ authors note that
that these CSR dimensions would be able to be turned into KPIs and used in the performance mea-
surement tools described in this thesis report, specifically Epstein & Buhovac’s (2017) Corporate
Sustainability Model. Lastly, case studies of the link between sustainability and profitability were
performed by many Swedish students in their thesis, however not through the lens of performance
management and KPIs, not at wholesalers in the food industry, and not related to fish and the sea.

Through this paper the researchers therefore wished to explore and to create a deeper understand-
ing about wholesalers’ work with sustainability performance management systems, and to thus
deliver a meaningful contribution to both academia and the businesses in the value chain involved.
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3 Purpose & Research Question

3.1 Purpose

The purpose of this research is to examine if KPI-based management models can be applied to
Swedish food wholesalers within the fish & seafood (F&S) category. Specifically, the paper will
study whether these actors are using the systems suggested by Epstein and Buhovac (2017) in their
Corporate Sustainability Model, how their sustainability initiatives have effected profitability and
what the drivers for the strategic and operational sustainability efforts have been.

Research in the field of corporate sustainability has defined several potential management philoso-
phies to be economically profitable through increasing sustainability performance. One of these
are KPI-based performance measurement and management systems aimed to mapping out the link
between the profit and sustainability performance of corporate endeavours.

The goal of this study is to contribute to the academic and business knowledge around the chosen
theme, by providing an answer to the following research question.

3.2 Research question

This thesis will seek to answer the main research question:

Epstein and Buhovac (2017) suggest that sustainability efforts becomes more profitable when
mapping out and measuring the connection between sustainability performance and expected prof-
itability. Does this hypothesis apply to large Swedish Wholesalers within the fish and seafood
category?

This will be analysed through the following three sub-questions:

• To what extent do Swedish food wholesalers use KPI-based management models in their
sustainability work with fish & seafood?

• In which ways do major Swedish fish & seafood wholesalers consider their product-related
sustainability efforts profitable?

• What are the drivers behind the strategic and operational sustainable efforts regarding fish
& seafood at these wholesalers?
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4 Theoretical Framework

In order to answer the above questions, the following literature is presented. Section 4.1 presents
Epstein & Buhovac’s (2017) theory background and proposed management tools for achieving
sustainability performance and profitability, which constitute the basis for the analysis conducted
throughout this study. Further, completing relevant theories from the Resource-Based View and
Legitimacy theoretical backgrounds are also reviewed.

4.1 Epstein & Buhovac (2017)

4.1.1 Theoretical background for the Corporate Sustainability Model

As mentioned in Section 2.2, various kinds of performance measurements systems for managing
sustainability have been advocated since the beginning of the 1990s.

Epstein’s Corporate Sustainability Model was first introduced in Epstein & Roy (2001) and further
revised in Epstein’s 2006 book Performance Measurement and Management Control: Improving

Organizations and Society (Studies in Managerial and Financial Accounting). It builds upon the
principles for the Balanced Scorecard Framework (Kaplan & Norton, 1992) onto which the fifth
dimension of Sustainability is sometimes added (Epstein & Buhovac, 2017).

The use of various Balanced Scorecard models showed attractive results (Hansen & Schaltegger,
2016; Hubbard, 2009; Sands et al., 2016; Sahiti et al., 2010), including in SMEs (Malagueño
et al., 2018), although the complexity of underlying systems and of the goals of the Scorecard
dimensions was argued (Hubbard, 2009). This issue is one that Epstein and Buhovac (2017) strive
to solve through their Corporate Sustainability Model (Figure 2), as elements of a Balanced Score-
card are redistributed in various Inputs, Processes, Outputs and Outcomes ultimately pointing to
three goals: improved sustainability performance, improved stakeholder reactions, and in turn
improved long-term profitability.

Epstein & Buhovac in their book Making Sustainability Work (2017) present a more compre-
hensive, more ‘turnkey’ solution taking inspiration from value chain frameworks (Porter, 1985),
where the Balanced Scorecard is implemented based on the firm’s sustainability strategy coupled
with other management systems relevant to capital budgeting, costing, risk assessment & manage-
ment, and incentives & rewards programmes. These systems are described by Epstein & Buhovac
as the roots for a KPI-based performance measurement system which propels the organisation
towards the achievement of its sustainability and profitability goals and ambitions.

4.1.2 The characteristics of a Performance Measurement System according to Epstein and
Buhovac (2017)

KPIs are measurements of how actions taken by individuals and various organisational units con-
tribute to the achievement of their organisation’s strategy. Through their use, weak performance
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can trigger the investigation of input- or process-linked problems harming corporate sustainability
and/or profitability, while at the same time determining how different sustainability initiatives are
affecting these elements and compare with one another. Epstein and Buhovac (2017) describe the
KPI-cascading logic from the Balanced Scorecard model, categorising corporate objectives into
several key dimensions, determining performance measurements for these objectives, and then
trickling the goals down to smaller organisational units by identifying, for each unit, what specific
KPIs they can focus on that drive the improvement of their overarching unit’s KPIs.

Companies’ performance measurement and evaluation systems are crucial to generating results
from organisational objectives according to Epstein and Buhovac (2017). The authors’ Corporate
Sustainability Model (Figure 2) describes the link between the sustainability Inputs, Processes,
Outputs and Outcomes, whereby sustainability KPIs relevant to the various stages are measured
consistently and can signal to decision-makers how well on-course their organisation is towards
achieving its sustainability and profitability goals. Improved sustainability performance is, in Ep-
stein and Buhovac’s model, leading to more favourable stakeholder reactions which in turn drive
long-term profitability. The use of Key Performance Indicators is paramount to achieving this
increased performance as many systems throughout organisations tend to lack relevant and com-
prehensive signals for their performance (Epstein & Buhovac, 2017). Key Performance Indicators
implemented in non-financial systems are necessary, the authors describe, in order to deliver max-
imum shareholder, customer and stakeholder value.

The Performance Measurement System prescribed by the authors takes its bases in the analysis
of Inputs, namely the Broader Environment, Internal Context, Human/Financial resources and the
Business Context of the firm. The Broader Environment refers to external factors that could for in-
stance be determined through a PESTEL analysis. Internal Context refers to the visions, missions,
strategies, systems and structures which, when implemented, create sustainability performance.
Firms should strive to find these activities and strategies which affect sustainability aspects as
these will be turned into Sustainability KPIs in the Performance Management System. The Busi-
ness Context analysis should include industry sector and value chain/product peculiarities [for this
study, the characteristics of wholesaling fish & seafood in Sweden]. Finally, companies need to
take stock of their available Human & Financial Resources and define relevant KPIs linked to
them. (Epstein & Buhovac, 2017)

Sustainability systems and processes need to be implemented, measured and evaluated to ensure
their alignment and contribution to the long-term sustainability and profitability of the firm (Ep-
stein & Buhovac, 2017). Key Performance Indicators are created in chains in either of the four
areas Inputs, Processes, Outputs and Outcomes, and each should be linked to the next so as to cre-
ate a map of the most crucial metrics which contribute to the achievement of the long-term goals:
increased sustainability performance, improved stakeholder relations, and long-term profitability.

In Appendix A.2.1, examples of a possible implementation of the Corporate Sustainability Model
framework are presented, relating specifically to fish & seafood. A non-exhaustive list of of fish
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& seafood KPIs which would fit in a wholesaler’s Performance Measurement Systems are also
shown in Appendix A.2.2 and Appendix A.2.3.

A weak performance on these organisational metrics would signal needs to examine whether in-
puts or processes are unsatisfyingly specified or executed. They would also indicate opportunities
for increasing sustainability and effectiveness in ways that would not have been identifying with-
out measurement (Epstein & Buhovac, 2017). What all these KPIs have in common is their need
to be linked clearly, step after step to the long-term sustainability and profitability goals of the
firm, which is in line with the rationale of Strategic CSR (Kitzmueller & Shimshack, 2012). As
noted previously, Epstein & Buhovac argue for the requirement that “managers must quantify how

one variable drives another [...] until the link to profit is clear”(2017, p. 190). Otherwise, the
various management systems in the Corporate Sustainability Model would risk no longer being
aligned, and measurements made that do not in fact contribute to the efficiency and long-term
profitability of the firm (Epstein & Buhovac, 2017).

4.1.3 How Sustainability KPIs drive long-term profitability according to Epstein and
Buhovac (2017)

Figure 2: The Corporate Sustainability Model (Epstein & Buhovac, 2017)

As depicted in the Corporate Sustainability Model (Figure 2), the firm’s goal therefore still is
long-term profitability, ensured by improved sustainability performance and stakeholder reactions.
These are, in turn, driven through relevant sustainability KPIs at the Inputs, Processes, Outputs
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and Outcomes stages, followed through relevant performance evaluation models that ensure the
achievement of organisations’ strategic goals and plans.

Epstein and Buhovac (2017) describe throughout their book case examples by multinational com-
panies where sustainably superior projects led to new markets and profitability performance up
to the companies’ financial expectations. Studies reported by the authors showed “a strong and

positive link between successful sustainability strategy and corporate value.” (Epstein & Buhovac,
2017, p. 292), which was caused by four categories of payoffs. These are presented in Figure 3.

The impact of sustainability performance on profitability has been vastly studied. Through their
book summarising the results of over 30 years of Marc J. Epstein’s research, Epstein and Buho-
vac (2017) advocate for a positive correlation between the two variables. Other studies include
Bodhanwala and Bodhanwala (2018), who identified a significant positive relationship between
ESG (Environmental, Social and Governance) performance and traditional financial KPIs (ROIC,
ROE, ROA, EPS). In a supply chain context Green, Zelbst, Bhadauria, et al. (2012) also found a
positive correlation. Melnyk et al. (2003) supported Epstein & Buhovac’s (2017) presented oper-
ational payoffs of sustainability by showing critical positive operational impacts of implementing
Environmental Management systems. Further results corroborating the positive link hypothesis
were even Waddock and Graves (1997), Ameer and Othman (2012) and the traction behind the
Triple-Bottom Line thinking (Elkington, 1997).

It is important to note that other researchers have disputed the studies showing a positive relation-
ship between sustainability performance and profitability, citing methodological and conceptual
problems with initial studies. Zhao and Murrell (2016), for instance, revisited the aforementioned
well-cited study from Waddock and Graves (1997). With a larger sample size and longer ex-
periment duration, Zhao and Murrell (2016) showed that the positive bidirectional relationship
between Corporate Social Performance (CSP) and Corporate Financial Performance (CFP) was
not significant, leading the authors to claim that “[one] cannot simply argue that doing good will

necessarily lead to doing well” (Zhao & Murrell, 2016, p. 1). Other studies have found only weak
or insignificant relationships between CSP and CFP (Cochran & Wood, 1984; Garcia-Castro et al.,
2010; Surroca et al., 2010) while some even found negative correlations (López et al., 2007; Aup-
perle et al., 1985), especially when studying the short-term financial performance of businesses
acting sustainably.

4.1.4 The drivers of sustainability efforts according to Epstein & Buhovac (2017)

The drivers for sustainability in the context of Strategic CSR are partly an interest in sustainability
performance itself, although the primary goals are improving stakeholders reactions and thereby
secure long-term profitability (Epstein & Buhovac, 2017; Kitzmueller & Shimshack, 2012). Thus,
Epstein and Buhovac (2017) describe the drivers for implementing their Corporate Sustainability
Model mostly in business administration terms, and focusing in particular on the payoffs listed in
Figure 3.
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Figure 3: Payoffs of improved sustainability performance (Epstein & Buhovac, 2017, p. 293)

4.1.5 Critique of KPI-based management models

Epstein and Buhovac (2017) describe that some risks with many performance measurement sys-
tems is their reliance on historical information and thus a lack of predictive power. Many are
implemented incorrectly, where the measures become an end in themselves, which they are not
meant to be. In possible contradiction to their requirement to make the link to profit clear, the
authors argue that “the challenge is to look past financial performance toward a more thorough

integration of sustainability performance” (Epstein & Buhovac, 2017, p. 152). The authors warn
for a lack of communication of what matters to the organisation (profitability and sustainability
performance), which could put too much focus on short-term results, and lead to low levels of
commitment and reduce long-term performance .

Benn et al. (2018, p. 189) present two other pitfalls of measurement systems. First, they argue
that established routines and systems both “promote and protect the status quo”, since managers
who were promoted through performance on traditional financial KPI-based systems will resist
the introduction of sustainability KPIs and new organisational structures based on them. Second,
the authors argue that many KPI-based systems tend to exclude stakeholders vital to the pursuit
of sustainability initiatives, or at least limit their access and participation in decision-making pro-
cesses.

Epstein & Buhovac’s (2017) model could also be criticised not for its KPI-use per se, but rather
for its focus on profits. In the view of normative stakeholder theory, companies have moral obli-
gations towards all their stakeholders, making it undesirable to focus on shareholders who do not
have more normative legitimacy than other actors (Hansen & Schaltegger, 2016; Joseph, 2008;
Hubbard, 2009; Sundin et al., 2010). This differs from the strategic stakeholder theory where it
is acceptable to see instrumental value in improved stakeholders reactions, which mostly is the
standpoint Epstein and Buhovac (2017) are building on.

As mentioned in the problem analysis (Section 2.3), KPI-based management models also have
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received critique for their preference for hard metrics, as well as for their systematic focus on
“best practices” measures (Benn et al., 2018). The Future-Fit Foundation has developed a open
source tool together with the organisation Natural Step putting emphasis on the overall need of
transformation to the meet the need of a sustainable future (Benn et al., 2018). This tool puts
more focus on the company’s long-term needs and future performance, and develops instead of
KPIs, “Key Fitness Indicators” that assess companies fitness-for-future. One argument is that by
using KFIs, the firm can save resources by not using resource-heavy third-party-rating system. The
purpose of the model is namely achieving the kind of sustainability performance which companies
need to begin achieving today in order to hope to be successful on the long-term.

4.2 Resource-Based View

In the field of strategic management sustained competitive advantage has been studied and cov-
ered by Barney (2004). Barney (2004) argues that the competitive advantage is obtained by the
firms resources through implementing a value-creating strategy that their competitors are not im-
plementing. The company’s resources can be classified into three main categories; physical capital
resources, human resources capital and organisational capital. If these resources are presumed to
be homogeneous and mobile, the competitive advantage would not be possible to obtain by im-
plementing a value-creating strategy since the competitors would easily adapt the same strategy
and provide a similar value offering. (Barney, 2004)

However, this can be avoided if these resources would be heterogeneous and immobile. Barney
(2004) describes that this is the case if the resources have all four of the following characteristics
according to the “VRIN”-criteria:

• Valuable, creating value in the firm by either giving opportunities, or neutralising or de-
creasing the firm’s threats.

• Rare, meaning that the firm’s competitors cannot easily acquire.

• Imperfectly imitable, not possible or hard to imitate in other words.

• Non-substitutable, in the sense that an equivalent substitute that is as valuable, rare or im-
perfectly imitable is not possible to obtain.

If the firm’s resources fulfil these criteria, the company can create and sustain a competitive ad-
vantage in the sense that the firm’s value-creating strategy cannot be copied or imitated by their
competitors (Barney, 2004).

4.3 Natural Resource-Based View

The theory that Barney (2004) presents overlooks the fact that the natural, i.e. biophysical envi-
ronment can put constraints on the firm’s resources. Building on that gap, Hart (1995) continued
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and developed a new theory called natural-resource-based view. The author argues that global
environmental degradation and its huge negative impact on the planet is the main driving force
of this view. With the globally negative impact, the ecosystem is being even more constrained
by human activity. In return, the ecosystems will constrain the economic activities taking place
and presumably only strategies that are sustainable, environmentally friendly and that are able to
coexist with nature will provide a competitive advantage. (Hart, 1995)

The natural resource-based view takes this into account and builds from the argument that a com-
petitive advantage is obtained by reassuring that the firms resources are valuable, rare, imperfectly
imitable and non-substitutable, as described by Barney (2004). In the natural resource-based view
(Hart, 1995), the competitive advantage is based on the firms’ relation to the environment as well
as the VRIN-criteria. Hart’s three different interconnected strategies - pollution prevention, prod-
uct stewardship, and sustainable development - are illustrated in Figure 4.

Figure 4: The three interconnected strategies of the natural resource-based view (Hart, 1995)

Pollution prevention provides the lowest cost and is the least ambitious of the strategies. Essen-
tially, pollution occurs from inefficiently used material and human resources and can be minimised
in two ways. The first being pollution control through damage mitigating by treatment and stor-
age. The second mean is pollution prevention by reducing, changing or preventing emission by
replacing material, recycling or changing a process. This leads to better environmental perfor-
mance and often results in direct profits in form of less cost for the firm, obtaining competitive
advantages over their competitors.

Product stewardship is focusing on the products’ environmental performance. By doing life-cycle
assessments, the environmental footprint of a product can be calculated and minimised. This can
give access to limited resources and can also lead to the establishment of new rules and regulations
fitting the firm’s operations. This builds reputation and may result in some short-term profits

18



5 METHODOLOGY

when accessing the segments of early movers; but is a long-term and more proactive strategy than
pollution prevention.

Sustainable development strategy is described by Hart (1995) as when a firm tries to mitigate or
reverse the negative link between economic activity and the environment. New markets are ex-
pected to emerge and grow, at the same time environmental degradation is expected to accelerate.
This creates an opportunity to establishing a firm’s operations in a sustainable manner and po-
sitioning themselves on the emergent markets. The author argues that this requires investing in
private and public partnerships to bring on technological change, as well as a strong sustainabil-
ity vision creating a sense of socio-environmental purpose. However, this strategy is expected to
generate no short-term profits but a competitive advantage in the future.

4.4 Range of Acceptability

According to Deephouse (1999) there are two societal pressures on companies that are predomi-
nant; one pressure to be similar to one’s competitors, and another to be different from them.

By developing resources according to the VRIN-criteria and differentiating, a firm can avoid com-
petition. However, this might also lead to criticism and legitimacy problems, pushing companies
to be more alike each other in order to demonstrate their legitimacy (Deephouse, 1999), a pro-
cess termed isomorphism. Such forces can be of a coercive nature, forced by laws or stakeholder
requirements for example; normative, if professional norms arise which firms in an industry all
gradually start following; or mimetic, whereby companies mimic the industry leaders in terms of
goals, policies, technology investments and more, especially when there is uncertainty about what
should best be done (DiMaggio & Powell, 1983).

Deephouse (1999) consequently recommends that firms should find a balance between different
and the same, that is, firms should differentiate within the range of acceptability. Companies
should differentiate as much as possible, and in that way avoid competition on for instance re-
sources, customers and suppliers. However, since the firm is still being acceptable it can keep
the benefits from being a legitimate actor - avoiding criticism by staying relatively the same as its
competitors (Deephouse, 1999).

5 Methodology

5.1 Research Design

This research project was performed with a qualitative method by conducting interviews encom-
passing four large wholesalers currently active in the Swedish market for fish and seafood. The
interview were conducted in a semi-structured way based on a pre-developed interview guide with
main and sub-questions aimed at producing comparable answers on different topics from our var-
ious respondents. The researchers believe this is the most appropriate method in order to produce
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comparable answers, but still enabled the respondents to give more in-depth answers. This in-
creased both validity and reliability as one could guide towards relevant answers to the problem
being studied and increase the ability to compare the respondents answers with one another.

5.1.1 Qualitative versus quantitative research

A quantitative study could be conducted to confirm or disprove existing theory with numerical
evidence (Bryman & Bell, 2015), but the researchers deemed that this would have proven difficult
based on the study’s resources. Further, this study aims to produce deeper knowledge and high-
light different aspects of the use and implementation of KPIs in the chosen context, for which a
qualitative interview study seemed much better suited. Qualitative studies can also more adequate
than quantitative studies to investigate why certain phenomena occur based on context (Bryman
& Bell, 2015).

5.1.2 Scientific approach

The most common scientific approaches are inductive, deductive, or abductive which is a mixture
of the two. This research project used a deductive approach, meaning that conclusions are drawn
by applying established theories on empirical material. By using already established theories, the
objectiveness is considered to increase (Patel & Davidson, 2016). A deductive approach is espe-
cially suitable for our research questions, as the related subjects are well covered in the literature
and a rigorous theoretical framework exists within the field. As depicted in the research questions
and the Literature section, this paper refers primarily to the theoretical background behind Epstein
& Buhovac’s (2017) Corporate Sustainability Framework, nuanced and completed by three other
theories: the Resource-Based View, Natural Resource-Based View and the Range of Acceptability
argument (presented in Chapter 4 - Literature).

The study relies on interpretative scientific theory, which implies understanding the social world
through interpreting a set of observed social behaviours and phenomena within it (Bryman & Bell,
2015). As it was unlikely that the respondents would use the methods prescribed in the literature
exactly, the researchers interpreted their answers as truthfully as possible in Chapter 6 (Results),
and then matched them to the theoretical literature in Chapter 7 (Analysis & Discussion).

5.2 Pre-study and research method

The study started with a review of authoritative and topic-relevant secondary data from the fish
& seafood industry, including Swedish wholesalers sustainability reports and other business in-
formation. A document was created containing secondary data for each respondent company, an
effective preparation enabling to focus the short interview duration onto questions not available
in secondary sources. Scientific articles were obtained through the use of Gothenburg Univer-
sity’s ”Supersök” search function, combining relevant keywords including: Sustainability, KPI,

Key Performance Indicator, Overfishing, CSR, Fish, Seafood, Wholesaler, Performance Measure-

20



5 METHODOLOGY

ment, Performance Management, Financial Performance, Profitability and drawing inspirations
from the sources that the found articles were themselves using.

The literature review identified a clear gap in the knowledge around fish & seafood sustainability
and profitability, in Sweden and from the perspective of sustainability KPIs linked to this problem
- which presented both an opportunity and a challenge. Studies conducted in other countries
or other industries were evaluated for their relevance and whether they could be applied in a
valid manner to this particular study. Theoretical arguments and their criticisms in literature were
presented to present a more nuanced picture to the reader. Whenever available, peer-reviewed
academic articles were prioritised.

After identifying the knowledge gaps and problems described in Section 2, one main research
question supplemented by three sub-questions were formulated. Based on Epstein and Buhovac
(2017), the researchers designed the questions to give a comprehensive response to the main re-
search question. The interview guide was then developed according to the same principle. The
three themes of KPI-based models, profitability of sustainability initiatives and KPIs influence on
firms’ strategic and operational management were investigated further in Epstein and Buhovac
(2017), leading to interview questions controlling whether respondents’ answers matched up to
what the theory says. To clarify the concept of KPIs aimed towards fish & seafood sustainability,
a short list of example KPIs were attached to a general introduction of the study before the inter-
view questions themselves. Both the interview guide and KPI-list are shown in Appendix A.1. A
goal with the interview guide was to develop questions respondents could give clear answers to,
with the aim of minimising the researchers’ interpretation, thus maximising the study’s reliability.

5.3 Collection of Empirical Data

5.3.1 Selection of study objects and respondents

The researchers interviewed 5 relevant positions at the four biggest Swedish fish & seafood whole-
salers which state to be working actively with SDG 14: Marine Resources (United Nations, 2015).
This was chosen as a criterion limiting the amount of respondents to between 4-6, but also ensur-
ing that the chosen study object companies were comparable in their proclaimed ambitions of high
fish & seafood sustainability levels.

During the process of selecting candidates for the interview, the researchers worked accordingly
to the centrality principle (Esaiasson et al., 2017), i.e. selecting people with central roles in the
company that work closely with the topic this research project examines. The chosen respondents
would therefore be working in leading positions at the strategic and operational levels with titles
like Purchasing manager, Sustainability manager and Chief Executive Officer to produce the most
relevant and authoritative answers.

A step-by-step systematic approach was used in choosing respondents. A master list of LinkedIn’s
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list of employees was created for the selected wholesalers, whereby relevant roles relating to Pur-
chasing and/or Sustainability were selected. A first selection of 37 people was conducted, brought
down to 18 prospects who could answer our fish & seafood-related questions, or could link us to
other respondents. Following email and/or LinkedIn contact, 10 out of 18 responded, and after
sometimes directing us to the most relevant contacts, interviews were scheduled with this study’s
5 final respondents presented in Table 1 (Section 5.6). Two respondents, C and D expressed acute
time constraints which led the researchers to perform a written interview as showed in Table 1.

Anonymity was decided by the researchers from the outset and announced to all prospective re-
spondents, as it was deemed that the advantages of this approach greatly outweighed any nega-
tives. With the replicability of the study marginally affected, an increased overall reliability and
validity was achieved by doing everything possible to avoid that either respondents or companies
would be negatively affected, or fear being negatively affected by this research project. Thus
anonymity created prospicious conditions for the respondents to give truthful answers, and elimi-
nate the need for too much of the researchers’ own interpretation of responses.

5.3.2 Ethical aspects and other considerations

A number of ethical aspects were considered throughout the course of the study. One impor-
tant aspect was for the researchers to be professional, respectful and to not discriminate between
respondents. Consideration was payed to the seven protected grounds of discrimination (Diskrim-
ineringsombudmannen, 2008). Of the 18 professionals reached out to were 8 women and 10 men.

Interviews should be held at a place were the respondent feel safe and comfortable to get the most
possible adequate answers (Esaiasson et al., 2017). Due to Covid-19 as well as geographical con-
siderations, all interviews were conducted digitally. After respondents granted their permission,
phone recordings were made by both researchers in order to secure the primary data and tran-
scribe it. These recordings have now been deleted and were not accessed by anyone other than the
researchers.

5.3.3 Planning and conducting the interviews

Three interviews were performed verbally, two of them were held digitally with Microsoft Teams
and one over a phone call. Two of the respondents had time constraints and upon their request the
respective interviews were held in text through email correspondence.

5.4 Empirical data processing

Interviews were transcribed and added to a common document with all interviews together. Each
interview was then reviewed and colour-coded in order to identify answers to the first, second and
third sub-questions. Both of the researchers reviewed all interviews in order to grab all meaning
and ensure as objective an interpretation as possible. Then the Swedish colour-coded sections
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were transferred to the relevant Results section in the project’s working document and translated
there to English. Unclear terms were clarified in the Definitions section.

5.5 Reliability and Validity

Reliability and validity are two quality aspects of scientific research. In a qualitative study, as-
sessing reliability needs to account for the fact that respondents might, over time change their
opinions or come across new knowledge, and therefore give different answers to the same ques-
tion repeated. While reliability still must be strived for, validity gains a large role in qualitative
studies (Patel & Davidson, 2016). Several actions were thus taken to increase the study’s validity.
For instance, as described in Section 1.3 and Section 5.3.1, this research encompassed the four
primary actors of the HoReCa wholesale market in Sweden with a defined commitment to sus-
tainable fish & seafood. These could thus be expected to be representative of reality, as described
in Esaiasson et al. (2017). The researchers did not either experience that other respondents within
each company would have had more knowledge or give more representative answers than the ones
who were interviewed. Another important validity aspect was the interview guide, which was de-
veloped to provide open questions after a rigorous background research around the chosen theme
and on the problems that Epstein & Buhovac’s (2017) Corporate Sustainability Model is claiming
to solve. This also helped in the formulation of relevant and pertinent live follow-up questions.

Reliability was, still, an important aspect to consider as interviews were conducted in Swedish, to
then transcribe them and translate the results to English. Actions were thus taken to ensure that
reported results fully reflect what our respondents meant to convey (Patel & Davidson, 2016). It
is the researchers’ belief that this was appropriately ensured through transcribing the interviews
word-for-word, adding the relevant quotes to the working document and then translating each of
these quotes before summarising and re-arranging them. Furthermore, a systematic organisation
of the empirical material was made to ensure that the respondents’ answers were exhaustively and
appropriately represented in the results.

Due to changing the third research sub-question when faced with the limited use of KPI-based
systems at Swedish food wholesalers, additional responses were obtained through a follow-up
questionnaire rating different aspects discussed with all respondents. This was performed to in-
crease validity in ensuring that respondents were asked the right questions in light of the changed
scope of the study.

Another potential pitfall of the qualitative design is that the insights gathered around profitability
especially are not statistically verifiable. This is partly because answers to this question are col-
lected qualitatively, but also because other factors than sustainability performance, like company
positioning and overall better management will affect the profitability of various initiatives.

To try and circumvent this pitfall, a conscious delimitation was made to study profitability re-
lated to sustainability efforts and not the total/overall profitability of the firm concerned. This

23



5 METHODOLOGY

increases our study’s validity and reliability since the number of external influencing factors can
then be reduced. Another measure was the decision to inform respondents that the study would be
anonymised, increasing the incentive for respondents to respond more factually.

5.6 Respondents

Together the respondents cover information for the four largest Swedish food wholesalers. It
should be noted that specialist wholesaler B is a subsidiary of Company A, while E is owned
by one of the large wholesalers mentioned in Section 1.3, who directed the researchers to their
specialist wholesale subsidiary, Company E.

Respondent Role Company Turnover Interview Duration Interview Date

A (Company A) Chief Sustainability and Quality Officer >3 billion SEK
45 min

Completing questions

2021-04-30

2021-05-21

B (Company B) CEO Specialist Wholesaler within Fish/Seafood 20-200 million SEK
46 min

Completing questions

2021-05-04

2021-05-21

C (Company C) Category Manager Fish & Seafood >3 billion SEK
Email interview

Completing questions

2021-05-06

2021-05-21

D (Company D) Category Manager Fish & Seafood >3 billion SEK
Email interview

Completing questions

2021-05-12

2021-05-21

E (Company E) CEO Specialist Wholesaler within Fish/Seafood 20-200 million SEK
39min

Completing questions

2021-05-12

2021-05-21

Table 1: Study respondents

This study’s results, structured based on the three research sub-questions, are presented below.
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6 Results

In this section the respondents’ answers from the interviews are reported. The first paragraph of
every respondent’s answer summarises their overall answer to allow for quick reading.

6.1 To what extent do Swedish food wholesalers use KPI-based manage-
ment models in their sustainability work with fish & seafood?

6.1.1 Respondent A on Company A:

Company A does not use a KPI-based management system according to A. One of the reasons
they do not measure all sustainability KPIs related to each product category is resource efficiency,
as more comprehensive measuring systems would require too many resources.

There are some metrics that Company A measures. One central goal they have is to increase the
number of value-added-labelled∗ products in all categories. This means that the proportion of
certified fish & seafood products are measured, but not followed up on specifically. A claimed
that operational levels of the company may work with metrics that are not reported to A. A did
not know whether more than the proportion of value-added-labelled products are followed.

Company A also uses other company-wide Sustainability KPIs not linked to fish & seafood. For
example energy and waste KPIs, which does signal a degree of experience with these management
systems.

6.1.2 Respondent B on Company B:

Respondent B does not believe in KPI-based management models as a way to run a company. B
says that sustainability is extremely hard to measure, the most clear way is to measure success by
having a higher growth and financial performance than competitors.

However, some sustainability aspects are measured, and some are defined in the busi-
ness/sustainability plan. Certain sustainability metrics are measured to fulfill compliance require-
ments, and some may be related to MSC, ASC and KRAV to B’s knowledge. These metrics
are, however, not so focused on internally as B argues that other aspects than MSC/ASC/KRAV
proportions drive people in the organisation.

The metrics that Company B use are, for example, coworker and customer satisfaction. Many of
the most interesting efforts in the company’s sustainability work might not be measured. “An over-

all top-down [sustainability] model, sure, based on what our objectives are”, B says. “But then

we take it through our owners’ vision, that “We want to make society better through business”,

and that is enough for me to motivate taking on a large number of sustainability initiatives.”

B continues reasoning that [sustainability efforts are] just like wholesaling itself. One isolated
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product or activity may not be profitable or beneficial to measure - and too much measuring would
just hinder development and growth.

6.1.3 Respondent C on Company C:

Respondent C explains that they only measure the proportion of MSC/ASC certified products of
sales. Company C do not have any [other] specific fish & seafood sustainability KPIs according
to C. These answers are possibly contrasted by information stated on Company C’s website and
sustainability report on their sustainable fish & seafood offering, which do put forward compre-
hensive ambitions, including other aspects than MSC and ASC.

6.1.4 Respondent D on Company D:

According to the answers of Respondent D via e-mail interview, Company D use a management
model that more closely resembles a KPI-based model with central supervisory control.

Company D conduct regular reviews of the assortment based on the firm’s sustainability goals
related to fish & seafood. Respondent D relates that Company D have adopted the WWF fish guide
- which means that they look at species, harvest method and catch zone when doing assessments.
The WWF categories in the assortment are measured towards a goal to only sell green-classified
products by 202x. To this end the proportion of green products in the total range of fish & seafood
products are measured.

D mentions that a challenge with these KPIs are that WWF classifications are updated yearly.
[From year to year the KPI definition may therefore lead Company D to different actions to keep
on improving their KPIs within fish & seafood.]

Proportion of MSC/ASC certified products is also measured and can be acquired from the sustain-
ability report, however the ambition to only sell “green products according to WWF fish guide” is
the most important measure at the moment.

Packaging [for fish & seafood] is included in another sustainability goal of Company D, as well
as antibiotics, social and ethical aspects. [D referring to the provided list in interview guide of
suggested KPIs (showed in Appendix A.1.1), h. proportion of recycled or renewable packaging,
and f. volume of purchased/sold linked to antibiotics, social and ethical aspects]

6.1.5 Respondent E on Company E:

Company E do not use a KPI-based model, E explains that the company solely measures the
proportion of MSC/ASC certified fish. However this is not an important tool for the management
of the company; they focus on satisfaction of the needs of the customers which has led to a high
percentage on MSC/ASC products.
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MSC, ASC, KRAV and ISO certifications have been implemented in the past 15 years, which
along with regular client requirements increased the need to follow-up sustainability KPIs.

E explains that their work is not as explicitly defined as asked in the interview: “[...] maybe we

are a little too small company to work in such a strategic manner. One heads to where the wind is

blowing and oftentimes it is the same path [as a more strategic approach would point to] but not

as structured.”

Rather than decision-making based on measurement and KPIs, it is by knowledge and competence
Company E finds [sustainable and profitable] solutions for their customers.

6.1.6 Synthesis - Use of KPI-based Performance Measurement Systems

In summary, KPI-based management systems were not so profoundly or centrally used in Compa-
nies A, B, C and E. Company D uses a model which more directly resembles the KPI management
model. Companies A and B used some KPIs in their sustainability work, the respondents refer-
ring to colleagues or their company’s sustainability departments who perform such measurements.
Company management were therefore not based on KPI-based systems but rather some key indi-
viduals within the sustainability, controlling or purchasing departments at each company would
provide these numbers on a more ad hoc basis.

6.2 In which ways do major Swedish fish & seafood wholesalers consider
their product-related sustainability efforts profitable?

6.2.1 Respondent A on Company A:

It is not possible or certain according to A to define a correlation between sustainability and prof-
itability at product-level, talking about food products in general. While more sustainable products
are not seen as less profitable, A describes that profit margins are still extremely stressed down-
ward especially in the case of public procurement tenders. However, A points out that sustainabil-
ity efforts are important for overall and long-term profitability in the company.

Company A’s sustainability work is conclusively profitable when it comes to resource efficiency
initiatives, as food waste-reducing measures generate additional revenue. Both food waste and
transport-reducing measures also minimise operational costs and are thus win-win situations for
wholesalers. Company A report that they are winning deals through the marketing of their sus-
tainability work. However, A could not confirm whether each of the new deals were profitable in
and of themselves.

It is not necessarily so, however that sustainable products would increase costs while overall effi-
ciency measures reduce them. It does not cost Company A more to market a sustainable assort-
ment or to discuss sustainable choices with either public or private clients.
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Company A’s profitability from product-related initiatives comes mostly from higher market share
and new clients, rather than an ability to take higher prices. Efficiency-related initiatives are able to
reduce costs and increase revenue. One example is Company A’s decision to clearly market their
outgoing products (nearing Best Before date) on their e-commerce and EDI-based platforms∗.
The effect was “enormous, and quick because clients could see [products] themselves and place

their orders directly”, as opposed to telemarketing these products like previously was the case.
The initiative was “a success” according to A.

While willingly investing in sustainability projects, A did not “feel that we do anything that does

not in some way benefits our clients, our organisation or our suppliers”. Company A does not for
instance work with sponsoring or giving money away that cannot be expected to impact the long
or short-term profitability positively.

6.2.2 Respondent B on Company B:

B explains that measuring one specific product, activity, or behaviour is, with the highest probabil-
ity, not profitable. One can not isolate one product and measure its value, because what matters is
the total value offering. That one product might be the reason why one client continues to be their
customer and are profitable overall. Resource efficiency improvements will increase both short-
term profitability and sustainability, while sustainable synergies-building and innovation projects
may become profitable on the short-term, long-term, or not at all.

On the one hand, B argues that the whole idea behind wholesaling is about using products effi-
ciently, not only buying at the lowest price but also finding these opportunities to create more and
more value out of the products they sell. Within fish & seafood, B relates to not losing any parts
of the product that might be still valuable, such as making fonds out of the scale of pikes after
the meat was used to pike quenelles. B describes several such initiatives where either the living
fish product is handled better, or Company B finds ways to raise the value of rest products. All
these initiatives that are good for sustainability through using more of products, are also good for
profitability through higher-value products and waste reduction.

Innovation projects are often costly and reduces profits in the short term. However they can be
seen as a investment that contributes to the long-term profitability. “we are currently working on a

research project to develop a new [more sustainable] fish feed by shells [...] There is not a single

krona in profitability, but I think it moves us forward and it can partly change how the the fish feed

market looks”. Offering plant-based alternatives is another current innovation for which demand
is increasing from the market.

Synergies can both create “profitable now” opportunities, and “profitable overall” where the prod-
uct series themselves might not be profitable, but become profitable when included into the whole
network of value-adding capabilities that Company B and their partners have invested in creat-
ing. Company B, as a specialist wholesaler also invests in more locally and specifically-produced
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articles. “A heavy investment, an expensive apparatus, but which does create a high profitabil-

ity in combination with the rest of our operations”. B relates for instance to the investment in a
semi-production facility [note: relating to another category than fish & seafood] which will enable
production of “experiments” at an industrial scale.

B explains that the art of being a wholesaler is buying these high volumes of sometimes unprof-
itable products and put them together in one profitable package. Our sustainability efforts bring
profit through a combination of minimising cost, new customers, market shares and additional rev-
enues. “[...] in the long term we know that if we don’t engage [in sustainability], we go against the

whole world and environment, however generally of course, a good sustainability work benefits

the bottom line.”

6.2.3 Respondent C on Company C:

Respondent C does not see that the sustainability work is helping Company C’s profitability, rather
the opposite is true. Selling primarily to public customers, the Public Procurement Law applies
and the lowest price wins with complete transparence. Certified products are now standardly
required by these clients and therefore the value-added function of certified products disappeared
when uncertified products were phased out.

Respondent C continues, on the other hand, that without certified products it is not possible to win
any procurement process, so in that way they are profitable. However, they are not more profitable
than uncertified products. At product-level, it is the other way around, the uncertified products
are the most profitable since the willingness to pay is much higher from private customers. The
private customers do not care as much if it is certified or not, it is more important with function
and price. In other words, profitability and contribution margin ratio is dependent on the customer
segment.

If profitability improves, it would be through increased market share or new clients within the
right segment. C describes the private sector’s tendency to match the product’s price and quality
more and therefore value sustainable offerings more over alternatives.

6.2.4 Respondent D on Company D:

Respondent D explains that sustainable alternatives can or cannot be more profitable than regular
products, since they can be more expensive, but all depends on how the consumer values [the
sustainability aspects]. Based on Company D’s [sustainability] vision, D expresses that some
efforts might still be considered as “profitable” from a sustainability perspective, although this
sometimes might not be measurable in real kronor.

D continues that they primarily hope that the careful work of Company D attracts both their current
and new customers and make them choose their stores. When Company D increase the volumes
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of green-listed [fish and seafood products] they also get better purchasing deals, “which benefits

the customer as well”.

6.2.5 Respondent E on Company E:

Respondent E explains that Company E’s sustainability efforts are profitable, or at least not un-
profitable. To sell the right fish in the right season brings good revenues and makes a big impact
on fish stock and contributes to sea sustainability according to them.

The companies that do not have [certified] products have a hard time selling fish. Ten years ago,
MSC products were really expensive. A cod fillet was 6-7 kronor/kg more expensive only for the
MSC label. Unfortunately, customers are still not interested in paying more for environmentally-
labelled product. Some might think it is good and force themselves into [buying labelled products]
- but most people [purchasing managers] always choose the cheaper option. This applies for B2B
customers, restaurants et cetera.

Respondent E says that Company E’s [sustainability efforts] are at least not less profitable in the
short term - in the long run it is surely more profitable. Generally, Company E do not separate
certified products in their profit analysis. However they can take a higher price for certain products
that they are the only one on the market to offer. In that sense, the sustainability efforts can bring in
some additional revenues, such as their MSC certified Kalix löjrom (roe from Vendance in Kalix,
Sweden).

Company E does not see that certain more sustainable products are more profitable while others are
unprofitable. Rather, E works with a seasonal assortment where one simply gets better products
when buying in the right season. Procuring out-of-season fish entails that they have less meat on
them, increasing the unit price for customers. Plaice is one example of a seasonal summer fish,
which in summer would give 50% of its weight in fillets but only 20% in December, tripling the
price. Because fish stocks are also most healthy and plentiful in-season, sustainability and lowest
price are therefore often aligned during procurement activities. According to E, “making this

choice of explaining to customers that we provide the right fish for the right season, contributes

even more [than certifications] to sustainability”. In summary, E describes that this seasonal
work is the most sustainable way of working, as well as the most profitable for both them and
their clients.

E highlights the characteristic that fish & seafood products “come in millions of small batches”,
making the post-analysis of profitability related to sustainability to a complex problem. Account-
ing for indirect costs might be difficult in any business, but the inevitable batch production of fish
& seafood makes Company E work with virtually millions of article numbers per year to analyse
relating to 600-900 active products.
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6.2.6 Synthesis - Profitability of sustainability initiatives

Sustainability efforts concerning fish & seafood wholesalers’ can mostly be seen as profitable if
defining sustainability as MSC, ASC, and KRAV certifications. Respondents A, B, D and E all
name that there is no profitability difference between certified and uncertified products, in this
sense “some” more sustainable products reach the same profitability as less sustainable ones.

Doing more than one’s competitors and investing further into the future of sustainable seafood,
such as initiatives from Companies B and D, is seen by A, B, D and E as potentially profitable on
the long-term. A, B, and E described resource-efficiency processes in procurement and distribu-
tion which either procured better products or improved their sustainable and value.

No respondents had however made a clear profitability analysis for such initiatives. B depicted
several innovation and synergies-building projects which B meant were basically unprofitable
in the short-term, but would lead to higher profitability in the long-term. B meaning that such
investments, client-oriented solutions and efficiency/value-adding measures were the essence of
the wholesaling business.

6.3 What are the drivers behind the strategic and operational sustainable
efforts regarding fish & seafood at these wholesalers?

6.3.1 Respondent A on Company A:

Respondent A describes that their drivers for sustainability are thus comprised of both investments
into long-term profitability opportunities and strategic risk mitigation. Company A have had a goal
of organic and environmentally labelled products for several years. Historically public customers
have demanded value-added labelled products more, however their purchases also regulated by the
law which makes it harder to influence. As of today, the goals are still higher for public customers
than private ones.

Clients are the key drivers for an assortment that A explains is forced to be larger and deeper
than Company A would prefer. Sustainability initiatives like climate data on products might be
experimented with internally, but A explains that clients are then brought quickly to discuss if
they see added value in it. The same logic explains why Company A only work with third-party
certifications instead of developing their own.

Due to the volume of digital transactions, Company A, focused their efforts on signalling value-
added-labelled products with banners in digital sales channels. Company A also ensured that both
e-commerce and EDI clients are presented the soon outgoing products in their preferred channels,
generating revenue through extra sales, and reducing food waste simultaneously.

Interestingly, Company’s A goal to improve packaging towards recycled or fossil-free alternatives
was driven by the packaging suppliers’ other clients, working towards consumer segments. “As
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they worked towards it, it made sense for us to take on this goal as well.”

Other strategic drivers for sustainability initiatives are Company A’s brand building, communica-
tion requirements as well as employer branding. “[...] because sustainability is always included

in our communication, it is such an important part of it.”. This makes compliance with Company
A’s own sustainability strategy an important driver for various sustainability initiatives and A’s
ability to report on them.

6.3.2 Respondent B on Company B:

The drivers of sustainability initiatives at Company B are several. High growth and profitability
are high on the agenda from an economic and strategic perspective, but this is deeply coupled to
Company B’s parent company’s vision of “making society better through business.” In B’s mind
sustainability is simply the most effective path to tread as the logic of sustainable business has
always been what makes one successful in the food wholesaling business.

As reported before, this way of doing business drives Company B’s thinking much more than
highly-defined KPI-based systems. Building partnerships, synergies, as well as investing into the
most passionate and competent people seem to be the source of several sustainable initiatives
which B recounts.

B believes in recruiting the right people for the right role, and relates that “for instance, the

one-armed man is the best at doing a job which only requires one arm.” Company B is work-
ing with this win-win perspective where efficiency and their own vision of sustainable business
come together, which is the reason why B does not believe [as much] in detailed fish & seafood
KPIs linked to MSC, ASC or KRAV certifications, for instance. These do not motivate people as
much as other company sustainability commitments and creating exciting and profitable solutions
through partnerships and business acumen. The people that Company B recruits were often prior
working in kitchens and therefore “extremely competent with food”, such that they want to work
for a company “that sets the example”. B depicts that their company has often led the way into
changing the rules of the market, for instance by removing all expanded polystyrene packaging
from their deliveries and strictly working with corrugated cardboard.

Resource efficiency and product value-adding are two other critical drivers for sustainable work
according to B, which also are the best option to pursue economically. This led Company B to
build up further capabilities in-house enabling these drivers, such as a unit to make fonds out
of fish scales and a smokehouse where older products are sent to preserve them in consumable
state. Activities are thus behind brought into the wholesaler’s operation, that B argues they can
make better and more efficient than most professional cooks. Lastly, B emphasises that “the best

thing that can happen to a product is that it sells out [and clients cannot buy it until replenished].

Because this really shows everyone that it is a finite product”, which means the whole chain
becomes more aware about sustainability.
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6.3.3 Respondent C on Company C:

One very important driver for Company C sustainability efforts is to be more profitable and achieve
competitive advantage, according to Respondent C’s answers in the complementary questionnaire
form. Two other very important drivers are to improve the relationship with both customers and
suppliers, as well as the relationship to the parent company/owner. C describes that this last year
almost 90% of sales were MSC/ASC, leading Company C to adjust accordingly though total fish
% seafood sales went down.

Furthermore, outperforming customers’ expectations, creating synergies and developing partner-
ships were also seen as significant drivers. To limit the products’ environmental negative impact
based on the companies own sustainability definition is considered important, together with im-
proving the sustainability work for the sake of sustainability itself.

6.3.4 Respondent D on Company D:

According to D, Company D’s sustainability strategy is an important driver, which is, for fish &
seafood, to only sell fish that is classified by green WWF by the year 202x. The goal is continually
monitored by KPIs and reported to top management and in the annual report.

D explains that within the sustainability strategy and work, no consistent connection is made
between profitability and the sustainability KPIs. The goal to only sell green fish is important per
se; and the profitability lies within the daily purchasing management.

The goal related to packaging as well as antibiotics, ethical, and social aspects are included within
strategy and ambitions for the corporate group. Besides the sustainability strategy, reaching the
goal about only green fish & seafood is another important driver for Company D.

Organisational demands from Company D’s parent company are one reason why they invest in
improving their sustainability performance. Furthermore, as Company D is part of a substantial
corporate group, other internal customers such as sister companies can influence the sustainability
work of Company D.

Respondent D explains that profitability requirement is essential. It is important that the con-
sumers are valuing the sustainability efforts, as sustainable products can be more expensive from
a purchasing perspective. The hope is that the sustainability efforts attract new consumers and
Company D can attain higher market shares.

6.3.5 Respondent E on Company E:

Compliance with customer requirements and to generally meet market demands is an important
driver for Company E. Ten years ago, the proportion of MSC/ASC were zero but due to increased
demand, it has been on a steady rise, leading Company E to about 55% of certified products in
their assortment today. Some customers have their own special requirement, such as one large
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hotel chain that has their own red-list. The species on that red-list, Company E is not allowed to
sell to any of the hotels, for instance cod and shrimp that is not MSC-certified.

However, lack of supply can lead to purchases with negative sustainability impact. E explains that
sometimes the certified fish is hard to obtain and they are forced to buy uncertified fish. If the
MSC cod or ASC salmon is hard to get, restaurants do not stop serving lunch or dinner so then
Company E need to buy uncertified products from suppliers that E believes still catch the fish in a
responsible manner.

E describes that third-party certification have become standard and required nowadays. Company
E has been certified with ISO 22000, 9001, 14001 as well as MSC, ASC and KRAV, which puts
requirements on Company E to report on some of these aspects. E explains that if one is not
certified, one cannot sell certified products.

Furthermore, E said that Company E helps customers’ sustainability and legitimacy work by pro-
viding certified products and statistics on the proportion of MSC/ASC/KRAC products. This en-
ables their customers to maintain their own certification [and therefore help maintain their client’s
legitimacy].

Respondent E continues and explains that their sustainability strategy is to prioritise certified
products when possible. This arises from customer requirements, but also by doing so, it is a
greater chance that they can keep their assortment in the future if their fish is sustainably caught.

Seasonal assortment is another big part of the sustainability strategy. By selling the right fish in
the right season; E explains that it becomes more profitable and much better for the fish stocks
when selling according to season.

E consider a seasonal assortment much more important than all the certification due to the large
and positive environmental impacts this has on the health of the fish stocks.

Owners’ requirements and owner-driven environmental work is another factor that influences
Company E’s sustainability work. The main components are energy efficiency, waste, and general
resource efficiency.

6.3.6 Synthesis - Drivers of sustainability efforts

It was found that all respondents had some drivers in common behind their sustainability efforts.

Profitability, especially long-term was a key driver for all, as were relationships with customers
and suppliers/partners. Different segments and strategies made our respondents’ client require-
ments different too, as described above, but it is very clear-cut that a large majority of sustainabil-
ity initiatives were one way or other driven by the need to add customer value.

All respondents also named compliance with their own sustainability strategy, their internal com-
pany values as well as their owners’ sustainability vision as a significant driver for why they went
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for the initiatives that they did. Respondents A, B, D and E also put forth a certain desire to
contribute to sustainability for its own sake, although this had to be done in a way that somehow
would be economical for the firm. For this reason, A, B, D, and E all named initiatives seeking to
improve resource-efficiency [which typically are easier to link to profitability in a clear manner].

A and B named employer branding and employee satisfaction as drivers for the sustainability
work, A adding the need for good material to communicate externally. D and E were two respon-
dents that named client’s own legitimacy as important, namely helping their customers to improve
their sustainability credentials.

In Companies B, C and D a focus was identified on innovation as a driver, building new synergies
and partnerships which is both exciting and a key component of the long-term profitability and
competitiveness of their companies. B, C and D were three respondents who had an ambition
to change the fish & seafood market towards a more sustainable future, with various degrees of
ambition and feasibility. Finally, respondents A, B and E, finally, named risk mitigation as a driver
for their sustainable fish & seafood investments.
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7 Analysis & Discussion

7.1 To what extent do Swedish food wholesalers use KPI-based manage-
ment models in their sustainability work with fish & seafood?

Well-defined KPI-based management systems are not actively used by Swedish fish & seafood
wholesalers based on our findings. A mentioned that the resource consumption of such systems
increases drastically with the systems’ level of detail, making it impossible to build and maintain
them for the time being. Respondent B was adamant that measuring too much would even harm
company growth. It was much more important according to B to build engagement and capitalise
on competent employees’ business acumen to develop the most optimal solutions for both sus-
tainability and profitability, which would lead to the fastest possible organic growth and highest
long-term profitability. This is in clear contradiction to Epstein and Buhovac (2017) who argue
that optimal long-term profitability would be obtained through the systematic use of the KPI-based
Corporate Sustainability Model.

Respondent D was the only respondent who followed sustainability KPIs related to fish & seafood
beyond MSC/ASC, and following them closely to reach short-term and long-term goals. Even in
D’s case, it should be noted that the direct and systematic connection of each KPI to long-term
profitability was not made, in contradiction to Epstein & Buhovac (2017) condition. D explained
that for Company D, having a profitable sustainability work could not necessarily be counted
in real money terms. The fact that Company D has many facets and operating units requires
a centralised definition of sustainability and, in the case of fish & seafood, KPIs were used to
systematically measure, follow-up and reach the goals.

Of the five respondents, two believed in the opportunities of increased measurement systems and
one already used such tools to a degree. Respondents A, B, C, and E all still considered, however
that such detailed systems were too resource-demanding to implement, with B thinking they ac-
tually would slow growth and profitability. Respondent C, working primarily with public clients
did not see the investment as worthwhile when the procurement process and order winners in the
contract are completely transparent, meaning there was no incentive to measure more than the
sustainability aspects that clients required.

The researchers believe that B and others’ behaviour likened a more Resource-Based than KPI-
based approach, as B invested in acquiring the right people, partnerships, culture and capabilities
in order to reach a competitive advantage. In B’s words these resources were valuable (even
indispensable) to the company, rare and imperfectly imitable by Company B’s competitors and
other actors, and non-substitutable by other types of resource/capability mixes. Throughout the
interview B described how these resources and capabilities of the firm explained the firm’s lead
over its competitors in terms of growth and profitability, fully in line with the RBV arguments of
Barney (2004).
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The resemblance with the Resource-Based View could also be seen in the answers of other respon-
dents. For example, A mentioned their well-developed EDI-based sale and fulfilment solutions,
D mentioned their goal to only sell green-listed fish and E with their specialist competence to sell
accordingly to season. All these are examples of resources or capabilities that were perceived by
respondents to be contributing to their companies’ competitive advantage.

7.2 In which ways do major Swedish fish & seafood wholesalers consider
their product-related sustainability efforts profitable?

The respondents offered a diverse array of views on the profitability of their fish & seafood sus-
tainability efforts. Respondents A, B, D and E considered the sustainability efforts important to
their long-term profitability, in line with Epstein & Buhovac’s (2017) claims. Meanwhile, respon-
dent D was not sure of how the sustainability efforts affected the profitability, but was hoping that
it would lead to end-consumers choosing their clients due the their sustainability work, that is
improved stakeholder reactions also driving profitability according to Epstein & Buhovac.

Respondents A and B discussed that although they did not have analyses at hand, they believe
that sustainability initiatives would be profitable when analysed given the set of activities and
capabilities they gave their firms. However, all believed that measuring sustainability efforts as
isolated activities would identify them mainly as a cost. The researchers note that this provides an
argument against what Epstein & Buhovac’s (2017, pp. 123-125) would recommend. The authors
advocate for methods such as Life-Cycle Accounting or Full-Cost Accounting which already at
the planning phase endeavour to put a price on long-term expected revenues and costs linked to
sustainability initiatives. This would, according to their research create opportunities for better
decisions in the long-run by providing such detailed profitability information. It was evident
however, from the results of this study that respondents did not believe such complex costing
systems were worth the time, effort, money or complexity to implement and maintain them, which
goes against Epstein & Buhovac’s (2017) argument.

Companies A, B, and E provided examples of sustainability efforts that had been directly prof-
itable. Company A had established a sales list of products that were about to expire and focused
on getting those products sold. Company B gave many examples, such as making fonds out of
scaled fish and smoking older products before they expired, which increased total resource usage,
provided additional revenues and minimised waste all at the same time. Meanwhile, Company
E explained that working seasonally with the right species was much more profitable. Selling
fish species that were plentiful at a given time led to a much lower purchasing price. Selling fish
seasonally is also crucial to the sustainability of the fish stock.

In contrast, Company C point out that public procurement processes takes away their ability take
an adequate price for more sustainable alternatives, and thus decreased related profit margins.

Therefore Respondent C had the perception that sustainable Fish & Seafood products had little
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or negative impact on their profitability. This was due to the fact that Company C mainly sells to
public customers with the legal requirement to buy the product with the lowest price, certification
being a minimum requirement and not an added value to the contract. While sustainability KPIs
are not all product-related and there might be sustainability initiatives that are profitable for Com-
pany C, it would appear that C’s responses contradict Epstein & Buhovac’s (2017) profitability
expectations. This might be due to the fact that the market Company C operates within is espe-
cially regulated and the law of public procurement applies. Epstein & Buhovac’s model does not
take this special regulation into account and builds upon a more general idea of a firm. The re-
searchers do note however that Epstein & Buhovac do take into account several firms selling to the
public sector in their book (Epstein & Buhovac’s, 2017, p. 34), suggesting that the implementation
of the model might still possible in Company C.

7.3 What are the drivers behind the strategic and operational sustainable
efforts regarding fish & seafood at these wholesalers?

All or most driving forces would have been suitable to measure and follow-up on in Epstein&
Buhovac’s (2017) model, although few of our respondents actually seemed to write down these
goals and create systems around them.

A driver that all respondents jointly prioritised was their aspiration for short- and long-term prof-
itability, in line with the scope of strategic CSR. Furthermore, all also sought to improve sustain-
ability performance for the sake of complying with their sustainability strategy as well as their
owners’ visions and requirements, in line with Epstein and Buhovac (2017). All respondents gave
an indication that they viewed sustainability and improving the sustainability performance just for
its intrinsic value on its own as driver, also possible according to Epstein and Buhovac (2017).
Important to note is the economic decision to only invest in sustainable initiatives that could be
expected to be profitable at some point. However, respondent B expressed a willingness to invest
in initiatives that could change the market for the better despite not being profitable in themselves.

In full alignment with Epstein & Buhovac’s description of payoffs of sustainability performance
(see Figure 3, from Epstein and Buhovac (2017)), increased revenue and waste minimisation

were significant drivers for respondents A, B, E and [understood from their sustainability report]
presumably D. This is not surprising due to these drivers’ typical clear connection to operational
profitability in line with Epstein and Buhovac (2017), and is the very basis of the strategy of
pollution prevention in the natural-resource-based-view (Hart, 1995).

Furthermore, respondents B and E both had initiatives and business models driven by improving

resource yield, one of Epstein & Buhovac’s (2017) payoffs, adding value to the product through
internal activities (B) or prioritising the purchase of in-season products with the highest consum-
able volume per unit bought (E).

Respondents A and B explained that their employer brand was an important driver for engaging
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in sustainability. While Epstein and Buhovac (2017) do not discuss this factor as much it is highly
relevant to the resource-based view, presented by Barney (2004). Respondent B explained that
by employing the right person for the right task they drive the development and success for the
company. In other words, building human resource capital according to the VRIN criteria to gain a
competitive advantage (Barney, 2004). Furthermore, B also noted that employee satisfaction, also
included Epstein & Buhovac’s payoffs (Figure 3) was a driver for their sustainability initiatives.

Building synergies and partnerships was a driver for Companies B, C and D’s sustainability work.
While not included as such in Epstein & Buhovac’s payoff list, this driver could be seen both as
improving stakeholder relations, increasing learning, and contributing to product and process in-
novation payoffs. It could also be argued that through partnerships these companies would gain
access to new market shares, new market opportunities and overall improved corporate reputa-
tion. All factors found in Figure 3 (Epstein & Buhovac, 2017). Specifically B named innovation
developed by partnerships as an important driver.

Risk mitigation was according to A, B, and E an essential reason for their sustainability work,
a payoff according to Epstein and Buhovac (2017). The risk mitigation driver is also aligned
with Hart (1995) theory in two ways: first, the Product Stewardship strategy to minimise costs
for reputation and adapt and hopefully steer regulation in one’s favour; and secondly, in line with
the Sustainable Development strategy, by risk mitigation Company A, B and E can minimise
hindrances to future growth and development of the firm and secure favourable future positioning
opportunities.

It could also be argued that risk mitigation also drives Companies C and D’s sustainability work
based on the sustainability reports reviewed by the researchers. However, it should be noted that
this is the researchers’ own interpretation given that C and D did not discuss the reasons why
certain goals were decided at the central management level.

Lastly, compliance with client requirements (and sometimes exceeding their expectations) was
one of the most definitive drivers of the respondents’ sustainability work. A fairly expected result
in full alignment with Epstein & Buhovac’s (2017) focus when building a successful sustainability
strategy (see Section 4.1.2).

Client requirements for MSC, ASC and KRAV certifications over the last 20 years were a major
driver why Companies A, C and E increased their certified assortment to such high levels as today.
Simultaneously, these same respondents expressed that clients’ requirement or willingness-to-pay
for sustainable choices was also a hindrance. For instance Company A and E still needed to stock
non-certified products to satisfy certain clients, E also needing them to maintain their service
level when procuring certified fish is not possible. This would make Hart’s Product Stewardship
strategy (Hart, 1995) more difficult to apply. From Epstein & Buhovac’s (2017) perspective,
increased customer satisfaction is indeed a payoff leading to increased revenue and market share
improvement. This would motivate exceeding clients’ requirements as a driver for sustainability;
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either by measuring certain sustainability aspects that some clients demand (such as Company E’s
client’s red list) or by developing exciting and innovative solutions (which could be a driver for
Company B’s work).

7.4 Discussion points

Throughout the study, the researchers noted that all the drivers and goals of responding com-
panies would be suitable to turn into KPIs in order to implement Epstein & Buhovac’s (2017)
performance measurement thinking. It was the researchers’ initial belief that the largest Swedish
food wholesalers would have implemented KPI-based systems for some time given their scale
and the high-volume nature of wholesaling, although this proved not to be the case. Considering
that Epstein & Buhovac’s 2017 model is meant to be customised to organisations’ circumstances,
the researchers believe that the model could be pilot-tested at relatively low levels of complexity
and built up over time same as any complex system. This new approach could then be tested for
its ability to perform better than not using KPI-models. KPIs could even arguably be followed
and managed at specific business units or products categories in order to reap the benefits of this
analytical approach at a more local level.

The resemblance with Barney (2004)’s resource-based view as well as Hart (1995) natural-
resource based view was clear. The companies were trying to build unique resources by develop-
ing human and organisational capital and adapt strategies such as pollution prevention and product
stewardship. Even if RBV and NRBV present at different view of management, they could still be
supplemented by Epstein and Buhovac (2017)’s model. A firm adopting a strategy to build unique
resources could still be using a measurement system to support and achieve that strategy.

However, important to note is that the researchers also found that the companies used their sus-
tainability work to demonstrate their legitimacy - adopting similar goals as each other (mimetic
isomorphism), defining similar fish and seafood policy and following professional norms (nor-
mative isomorphism), and selling MSC/ASC due to client requirement (coercive isomorphism)
(DiMaggio & Powell, 1983). Thus the companies were balancing the unique capabilities and
resources within the range of acceptability as presented by Deephouse (1999).

One of the reasons why performance measurement systems are not well-implemented in Swedish
food wholesalers could be the relatively recent introduction of such models. It could also be due
to the much more complex and short-cycle nature of fish & seafood products, multiplying the
required measurements for maintaining a KPI-follow-up over millions of batches yearly. This
could potentially lead one to think that Epstein would not be suitable for wholesalers.

It could be questionable as well whether Epstein & Buhovac’s (2017) model is indeed applicable
to companies with the scale and nature of large Swedish fish & seafood wholesalers. The model
was based on companies with annual revenues in the multi-billion dollar range, whereas even
the largest Swedish food wholesaler sells for just under 2 billion USD every year. There could
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potentially further be a difference between extremely large companies whose only way to function
is through Management Control practices - whereas comparatively smaller can function more in a
less controlled manner since they have fewer employees and business units than giant companies.

One could explore also the cultural differences and use of KPIs in other large Swedish compa-
nies, as performance measurement systems in Swedish companies might be conceptualised and
implemented differently than in the companies Epstein and Buhovac (2017) refer to. Though
Swedish companies such as Volvo are described by the authors, U.S. companies were used in the
book as examples of implementations regarding how performance measurement systems drove
the sustainability work of certain companies.

One could simply contend that KPI-based systems are actually too complicated, do not help, and
that simpler goal systems are more beneficial and sufficient.

Finally, it could be argued that companies should not try to adopt models attempting to maximise
efficiency and profit, even when this is done by investing in sustainability initiatives. The Future-
Fit Business Benchmarks, previously mentioned in 4.1.5, are an example of the necessity to shift
focus to tomorrow’s requirements (Benn et al., 2018; Future-Fit Foundation, 2021). A shift in
strategies and management control systems is therefore advocated, where the use of KPIs would
rather be focused on defining sustainability ambitions, improve day-to-day decision-making to-
wards them and reporting progress more effectively (Future-Fit Foundation, 2021). While out of
the main management and business administration scope of this paper, these aspects of strategic
sustainability are however crucial for the long-term survival and success of corporations. A re-
view of how models like Future-Fit can be used to contribute to strategic sustainable management
of organisations and conduce the Framework for Strategic Sustainable Development (FSSD, also
known as The Natural Step Framework) is presented in Kurucz et al. (2017).
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8 Conclusion

Initially, the following main research question was formulated.

Epstein and Buhovac suggest that sustainability efforts becomes more profitable when mapping

out and measuring the connection between sustainability performance and expected profitability.

Does this hypothesis apply to large Swedish Wholesalers within the fish and seafood category?

Below conclusions are drawn relating to this question.

This study showed that the respondents do not consider it to be more profitable to work according
to Epstein and Buhovac’s KPI-based model or other measuring tools. However, since only one
company partly used a KPI-based model, the researchers can neither reject nor confirm Epstein
& Buhovac’s (2017) thesis. The potential benefits obtained by measuring sustainability, and the
associated increased long-term profit could possibly be achieved by adapting Epstein & Buhovac’s
model further to the specific wholesaler’s operations; or it could be so that such models are simply
yet too complex to implement in these types of companies.

It was found that none of the leading Swedish wholesalers of fish & seafood used KPI-based
models to an extent near as recommended by Epstein and Buhovac (2017). Three out of five
respondents expressed that they saw sustainability initiatives as crucial for long-term profitability
however. The drivers for these efforts were several, and were overall the same drivers as those
described in Epstein & Buhovac’s (2017) Corporate Sustainability Model, which is why it is still
highly possible that successful implementation of the model could provide Swedish wholesalers
with the outcomes advocated by Epstein & Buhovac, namely improved stakeholder reactions,
increased sustainability performance, and long-term financial profitability.

8.1 Limitations of the study

One of the most predominant limitations of the research project is that the results were different
from what the researchers anticipated. The research design was built on the assumption that
the KPI-based systems were used, which was grounded in previous research within the field of
Strategic CSR. Consequently, the finding that wholesalers did not use KPI-based models led to a
reformulation of our third question, from “Which sustainability KPIs drive the goals and actions
in the company?” to “What are the drivers for wholesalers’ sustainability efforts?”.

During the oral interviews the researchers could develop the questions and adapt them in order
to provide a relevant answer, even though the research questions had to be changed. However, to
adapt the questions during the written interviews was of course not possible. Although actions
were taken to get the written respondents’ views on this new question afterwards, it is possible
that more in-depth answers would have been reached in a different situation. Furthermore, it was
also clear that the potential length and depth of responses were reduced using the written interview
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form. The human contact of in-person interviews also makes it easier to interpret the respondents’
answers as researchers, enabling the formulation of good follow-up questions whereas a mail
follow-up to a written interview takes up even more precious time from both the researchers and
the respondents.

Another limitation was the project’s time constraint and the limited amount of respondents. In
order to get complete insights of how the companies’ sustainability work were managed, one
would have wanted to interview more than one respondent per company and potentially from
several departments. Identifying the ramifications of complex management models with the limits
of one 45-minute interview per company is nonetheless a rather challenging task.

8.2 Suggestions for future research

This research project did not find that KPI-based management systems were used by Swedish
HoReCa food wholesalers within the fish & seafood category. As discussed in the analysis and
discussion (Chapter 7), this might be depending on the type of industry, cultural differences, or
the size of the companies. For future research, a suggestion would be to change one of these
parameters and to look at another industry or at larger companies. For instance, studying the retail
food wholesalers could be worthwhile considering that Company D is also involved with Retail
markets, and it was found that they use KPIs more extensively than other respondents to this study.

Another suggestion would be to study the feasibility of adopting a KPI-based management system
at a large Swedish food wholesaler. This would, however, require much more time and resources
spent at one single company, in order to map out the information flows and various required KPIs.
Furthermore, testing the implementation of a KPI-based system by launching a pilot study at a
company would provide important insights about how the profitability and measurement system
correlates and whether Epstein & Buhovac’s (2017) thesis can be further confirmed or rejected.
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Magon, R. B., Thomé, A. M. T., Ferrer, A. L. C., & Scavarda, L. F. (2018). Sustainability and
performance in operations management research. Journal of Cleaner Production, 190, pp.
104–117.

Malagueño, R., Lopez-Valeiras, E., & Gomez-Conde, J. (2018). Balanced scorecard in SMEs:
effects on innovation and financial performance. Small Business Economics, 51 (1), pp.
221–244.

Marine Stewardship Council. (n.d.). What does the blue MSC label mean? https : / /www.msc .
org/what-we-are-doing/our-approach/what-does- the-blue-msc-label-mean [accessed:
2021-03-17]

Marine Stewardship Council. (2016). ASC and MSC reveal market growth as they focus on in-

creasing consumer demand and trust. https://www.msc.org/media-centre/press-releases/
asc-and-msc-reveal-market-growth-as-they-focus-on-increasing-consumer-demand-and-
trust [accessed: 2021-06-21]

Marine Stewardship Council. (2018). MSC Consumer Insights 2018 - Sweden. https://www.msc.
org/docs/default-source/se-files/rapporter-och-dokument/msc-konsumentundersokning-
2018.pdf?sfvrsn=ea8e521f 2 [accessed: 2021-06-21]
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A APPENDIX

A Appendix

A.1 Interview Guide

1. Namn:

2. Vilket pronomen föredrar du? (frivilligt):

3. Vad är din position på företaget?:

4. Hur länge har du haft din position?:

5. Hur länge har du jobbat på företaget?:

Mätningen av hållbarheten inom fisk & skaldjur

6. Hur mäter ni hållbarhetsarbetet med fisk och skaldjur?

6.1 Finns det några specifika hållbarhetsnyckeltal, KPI:er? Ge gärna exempel på F&S KPI:er
ni mäter! Varför använder ni just dessa och hur länge har ni använt dem?

6.2 Följs olika hållbarhets KPI:er på olika nivåer/geografiska enheter i organisationen? T.ex.
huvudkontor v. lokala försäljning kontor? Eller bara en central uppföljning?:

Lönsamheten av hållbarhetsarbete inom fisk & skaldjur

7. Påverkar hållbarhetsarbetet lönsamheten? Om ja, hur påverkas den?

7.1 Är lönsamheten och kostnader för hållbarhetsarbetet jämt fördelade över företaget? Några
enheter som bär kostnader medan andra bär intäkter?

7.2 Om lönsamheten ökar, hur sker detta? Via ökade marknadsandelar, högre marginaler, nya
kunder eller på annat sätt?

7.3 Vilka hållbarhetsinitiativ har visat sig mest lönsamma inom FS kategorin? (Faktiskt eller
uppskattat)

Hur fisk & skaldjurs hållbarhets KPI:erna driver mål och handlingsplaner i bolaget

8. Hur är KPI:erna kopplade till företagets strategi och operativa verksamhet?

8.1 Om några KPI:er inte används, varför? Inte lönsamma eller andra faktorer?

8.2 Relateras KPI:erna tydligt till förväntad lönsamhet, det vill säga att målen är formuler-
ade som win-win situationer? T.ex. om “Andel MSC produkter” ökar med 5%, då förväntas

försäljningen/marknadsandel/annat ändras med x%. NPV-kalkylering med hållbarhetsrelaterade

intäkter/kostnader? Hållbarhetsbudget?
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8.3 Hur ofta sker avstämningar kring länken mellan hållbarhetsprestandan och olika produkters
lönsamhet?

8.4 Har man fått identifiera tydliga exempel på att en hållbarhetsförbättrande satstning ledde
till en signifikant lönsamhetsförbättring/försämring för produkterna/produktgruppen i fråga?

A.1.1 Exempel på fisk och skaldjur KPI:er

a. andel MSC/ASC-certifierade produkter och leverantörer

b. andel icke torsk/lax/ål i sortimentet

c. klimatpåverkan per produkt

d. andel odlade produkter med vegetabiliskt/hållbart foder

e. genomsnittligt antal aktörer mellan produktion och grossisten

f. andel inköpt/såld volym relaterad till antibiotika/mångfald/social & ekonomiska
hållbarhetsproblem

g. andel röd och gulmarkerade arter enligt WWF:s kategorisering

h. andel förpackningar i återvunnen plast/alternativa förpackningar

i. ..

A.2 Example selection of possible KPIs applicable to fish & seafood

A.2.1 Example of KPI implementation with the Corporate Sustainability Model frame-
work)

A Swedish wholesaler of fish & seafood might, for example, design one KPI about the proportion
of sales of green-listed fish according to WWF’s classification (WWF, 2020). This would be an
output KPI, which beyond its influence on sustainability performance per se, could be linked to
several further Stakeholder Reaction KPIs such as percent market share, percent growth, num-
ber of accolades from media/NGOs, internal employee satisfaction and new partnerships with
sustainability-ambitious partners. On the Inputs and Processes side, several KPIs would need to
be mapped out such as the proportion of assortment that is green-listed; proportion of suppli-
ers which can provide these products; margins obtained on green-listed fish; and other relevant
measures which affect the financial Outcome KPIs linked to the sale of green-listed fish. The
latter being the profitability of such initiatives weighed in against their contribution to the other
organisational goals such as sustainability performance and long-term contribution to competitive
advantage and sustainability.
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A.2.2 KPI suggested by Epstein & Buhovac (2017)

A.2.2.1 Inputs

Local vs Global standards – Proportion of suppliers with certification x, y, z

Percentage of products, processes, and activities with life-cycle assessment

Result of social audits

Existence of a sustainability strategy, structure, processes

Percentage of employees with completed environmental training

Number of employees with environmental training

Cost of training per employee

Social/environmental performance of competitors

A.2.2.2 Processes

Existence of a clearly articulated mission/vision

Average time on top management’s meetings devoted to environmental issues

Planned percentage or number of suppliers certified for sustainability standards

Planned reduction of emissions (percentage reduction)

Number of activities intended to exceed compliance

Number of levels of management with specific environmental responsibilities

Funds donated to community

Investments in cleaner technologies ($)

Investments in community projects ($)

Number of facilities with ISO 14001 certification

Number of employees with financial incentives linked to environmental goals

A.2.2.3 Outputs

Number of business opportunities generated locally

Percentage of product/process materials recyclable

Percentage of materials recycled
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Percentage decrease in volume and cost of energy use

Percentage decrease in packaging volume

Percentage decrease in fresh water consumption

Percentage of suppliers certified/audited for sustainability compliance Percentage of suppliers
with sustainability lawsuits or legal actions

Number of local jobs created

Score on quality assessment

Value of products and services as measured by consumer surveys

Rate of defective products

Product availability and back order

Percentage increase in volume of sold ”green” products

Number of consumer complaints

Number of lawsuits and violations for inadequate disclosure related to such items as financial
disclosures, product labeling, and environmental performance

Percentage of new customers

Percentage of sales based on ”word of mouth”

Improved image (survey)

Percentage of favorable vs unfavorable press mentions

A.2.2.4 Outcomes: Long-term Financial Performance

Income and percentage of sales from ”green” products

Income from sales of cause-related marketing affiliations Increased sales from improved reputa-
tion

Income from recycled products

ROI of various initiatives

Percentage of proactive vs reactive expenditures
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A.2.3 KPI suggested by the researchers (in Swedish)

Andel MSC produkter i sortimentet

Andel ASC produkter i sortiment

Andel MSC leverantörer i vildfångat sortiment

Andel ASC leverantörer i odlat sortiment

Andel produkter kopplade till överfiske

Andel hållbart foder

Andel odlade produkter som använder vegetabiliska foder

Andel odlade produkter som använder ”mer hållbara” foder (definiera)

Andel icke torsk/lax/ål i sortimentet

Klimatpåverkan per produkt via LCA

Klimatpåverkan per totalt volym

Andel fisk/skaldjursproducenter man haft möte med kring hållbarhetsprestanda i senaste året

Andel icke-hotade arter i sortimentet (enligt WWF:s grön/gul/röd kategorisering)

Andel ISO 9001/14001 leverantörer

Andel fisk/skaldjursprodukter med återvunnen plastförpackning

Andel mervärdesmärkt i sortimentet

Andel/kg svinn i olika led

Andel ”Hållbara kunder” i fisk/skaldjur kategorin Genomsnittligt antal aktörer mellan produktion
och grossisten

Andel selektiva fångstmetoder för att minimera bifångster

Använding av bifångster istället för att slänga dem (inköpta)

Omsättningshastighet för Fisk & Skaldjur kategoriansvariga
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A.3 Figures & Charts

Figure 5: Cost/margin structure for perch and pike-perch fillets (Macklean, 2015)
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