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Keep-it-simple seafood: Hy-Vee’s retail
strategy
Monday, 4 January 2016

By James Wright

U.S. chain collaborates with FishWise on clutter-free
Responsible Choice program
In a supermarket seafood department, presentation matters. A lot. Consumers buy with their eyes, so the assortment
of products — including the arrangement by species, by size, by color — is equal parts art and science.

Today, with eco-labels and sustainability messaging as common as crushed ice display bins, the overall picture can
get cluttered. And as any seafood merchandiser can attest, confusion steers shoppers to other sections. But at U.S.
retailer Hy-Vee, the process is decidedly simple, by design.

Nate Stewart, VP-perishables for the West Des Moines, Iowa-based chain with 240 stores in eight Midwest states,
said the company’s objective is to communicate its environmental stewardship in a manner that’s customer-friendly
and not “overly technical.” In a way, Hy-Vee has branded its sustainable seafood procurement policy.

“Some retailers have six or seven different quali�cations or logos or signs that they’ll put their sustainable seafood
under. We have one: Responsible Choice,” Stewart told the Advocate. “There are a lot of factors that go into
something being labeled as Responsible Choice, but we felt that to consumers it’s best to wrap it up in one bow, and
say, ‘Look, if it says Responsible Choice, you can rest assured it meets our policy that we’ve outlined on our website.’”

Similar to what Whole Foods (http://www.wholefoodsmarket.com/mission-values/seafood-sustainability/wild-
caught-seafood-sustainability-ratings) has done with its own sustainability ratings system, Hy-Vee’s program is
customized for its customers. Stewart said the word “responsible” cuts to the point and makes shoppers feel good
about what they’re buying.

“Whole Foods is kind of legendary for their sign program. We’ve looked at that, and it’s great,” said Stewart. “I’m just
concerned with being concise to the consumer, so they feel more con�dent and educated. It builds engagement
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between customers and our employees, and it builds loyalty and we like that aspect of it.”

A typical Hy-Vee seafood display counter prominently features its own Responsible Choice label for
sustainable seafood options. Other eco-labels are not displayed in stores.
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In order to convey trust and integrity, Hy-Vee seafood departments don’t feature the logos of the Marine Stewardship
Council, Best Aquaculture Practices (Hy-Vee requires 2-star BAP product or higher) or any other eco-label for
sustainably caught or responsibly farmed seafood products. Also absent is any mention of the Monterey Bay
Aquarium’s Seafood Watch program, despite its heavy in�uence on what items can be labeled as Responsible Choice
products.

Any seafood product that is rated at least a yellow, or good alternative, according to Seafood Watch standards (or
certi�ed to an environmental standard benchmarked to a minimum yellow equivalency) is eligible to carry the
Responsible Choice designation. Products from improvement projects are not eligible. “Our goal is that hopefully
everyone meets our policy at some point,” said Stewart.

“We don’t want to try to explain [all the eco-labels] in-store, to
someone who doesn’t live that life. It creates more questions than
answers,” he added. “I think that consumers are more educated than
ever, but you can get a room full of people who do this for a living
and it gets confusing even for us. There’s so much out there, so
many certi�cations — it’s easier to simply say why you do something
as opposed to why you don’t do something.”

Hy-Vee has relied on FishWise, a California-based consulting �rm, to
develop its procurement policy and messaging strategy. Meghan
Frolli, retail division director for FishWise, explained that Responsible
Choice, unveiled in Hy-Vee stores in February 2014, comprises point-
of-sales materials, signage and informational �ipcards for staff to
refer to when working behind the counter. FishWise staff also
contributes regularly to Hy-Vee’s “Seafoodies (http://seafoodies.hy-
vee.com)” blogs where environmental responsibility updates mingle
with recipes.

“I am very impressed with how [Hy-Vee] integrated their seafood
goals into the company’s identity over the course of the partnership
so far,” Frolli said. “When we started working with them in 2011, there was general agreement within the company
that environmental sustainability is important to their business, but there was a lack of clarity and direction. As they
became experts on sustainable seafood their passion grew to be part of their company culture.”

Responsible Choice Seafood

Hy-Vee’s Responsible Choice logo.

http://seafoodies.hy-vee.com/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Fp0a9z_-cxE
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“Retailers can be funny,” Stewart added. “We have a tendency to worry about unintended consequences of every
decision we make. FishWise understands that the end of the whole process is at the retailer, and what’s good for us is
good for everybody. They have a unique way of getting all of us to settle down and talk. They understand the
economics as well as the science of it. We want it to be good for everybody.”

When the sustainability work �rst began, Stewart said they were unsure of how important it would be to the
company’s landlocked customers. “We can’t get any further from the ocean where we are,” he said. Without divulging
sales �gures, Stewart said the Responsible Choice program is the “best thing we’ve ever done for our seafood
department.”

“It’s the right thing to do. The more customers feel engaged the more they’ll believe in it,” Stewart said. “And when
more people believe in it, we’ll make more of a difference.”
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“I think that consumers are more educated than ever, but you can
get a room full of people who do this for a living and it gets
confusing even for us. There’s so much out there, so many
certi�cations — it’s easier to simply say why you do something as
opposed to why you don’t do something.”
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