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ABSTRACT 

Increased international trade has sparked a debate on the need to coordinate dispersed 

activities in Global Value Chains, linking production to end consumers. Implementa-

tion of standards has in the literature on Global Value Chains been suggested as a way 

to coordinate a value chain. We have investigated the value chain of shrimp and 

prawns production in Bangladesh, in order to analyze if standards placed by the EU 

have proven a successful way to coordinate the value chain. The implementation of 

standards has been studied to capture the coordination in the value chain. A single 

case study was conducted with interviews from a sample of actors in direct or close 

connection to the production of shrimp and prawns in Bangladesh. The focus of the 

study has been on the perspectives of the individuals and if and how standards are 

implemented successfully in a social context. The attempt has been to bridge 

understandings of implementation of standards together with knowledge of the com-

plex nature of Global Value Chains. The results show that there are multiple chal-

lenges to successful implementation of standards. Hurdles can especially be linked to 

the ability to follow standards where lack of human- and financial resources have 

been found. In addition, the will to follow standards can have an impact when tradi-

tional methods stand in the way and immediate financial incentives are not in place. 

  

KEYWORDS: Coordination, Standards, Global Value Chain, GVC, Food safety, 

Quality, Complexity, Bangladesh, Shrimp and Prawns. 
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1. INTRODUCTION 

In an increasingly globalized world, there is often a large geographical distance be-

tween the producers, and the consumers who find these products in their local gro-

cery- or department store (Bitzer et al., 2008; Ponte et al., 2008). When products are 

produced in different locations this leads to complex systems of production – also 

known as Global Value Chains (GVCs). According to Sturgeon (2001), a value chain 

can be defined as the vertical series of different steps that would lead to the delivery, 

consumption and also maintenance of goods and services. Today, consumers are 

more aware of what they buy (Ponte and Gibbon, 2005), and this means that whole 

value chains need to handle specifications to a greater extent, either linked to the 

product itself or to the production process. For example, consumers demand products 

without traces of antibiotics, or products produced in a way that does not hamper 

food safety. Demands lead to complexity in the chain, especially when these need to 

be transmitted across all steps and actors. Thereby, value chains need to be coordi-

nated. Coordination means to organize elements, such as actors and demands, in a 

complex body or activity to enable them to work effectively together (Soanes and 

Stevenson, 2006). 

 

There are different ways to coordinate Global Value Chains (GVCs). The GVC litera-

ture identifies two extreme ideal types. In market-based relations, product specifica-

tions are simple, and in integrated firms, also known as hierarchies, tacit knowledge 

can be transmitted between different steps in a chain (Gereffi et al., 2005). In inte-

grated firms it is easier to follow products throughout the chain and keep control over 

products and production processes (ibid). Owning the whole production does not ena-

ble much flexibility, as would be the case with market-based relations (ibid). But, in 

market based value chains the contact with other actors is non-existent except in the 

transaction moment, which limits the ability to keep control over for example levels 

of antibiotics. In real life value chains, the coordination tends to be a mix of integra-

tion and market-based relations. 
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Another way to handle complexity and coordinate a Global Value Chain is to use 

standards (Gereffi et al., 2005). Standards can, in combination with any type of 

coordination, be used to inform both suppliers and the end users about the products’ 

specifications and the expected production methods, and thus help to coordinate a 

value chain (ibid). The way that standards would achieve this is by simplifying de-

mands into easy to understand requirements, letting all actors throughout the chain 

know exactly what is required of them in order to follow the demands. Control and 

coordination is thereby achieved when actors in a value chain adhere to the same 

standards and follow them. Standards further allow actors to operate with a more 

hands-off form of coordination (Ponte and Gibbon, 2005).  

 

Even if the GVC literature acknowledges that standards can be used to coordinate 

value chains, it lies outside for example the scope of Gereffi et al. (2005) to study the 

complexity connected to how standards are implemented and maintained in GVCs. 

Scholars in organization studies question, for example, that all actors in a chain can 

follow standards and the requirements that they include (Brunsson, 2000b). To exem-

plify, if a standard specifies that one must use a specific machine to test a food prod-

uct before it can be exported, that standard excludes actors without access to such a 

machine from participating in international trade. In other words, Brunsson empha-

sizes that some actors are immune to the ‘diffusion’ that a standard supposedly would 

lead to (ibid). Nadvi (2008), on a somewhat similar note, argues that standards might 

not prove effective unless they are socially embedded, i.e. if they are perceived natu-

ral in the context where they are situated. In one social setting it can be perfectly nor-

mal to eat with your hands, while in another setting that would be considered strange. 

In order to see if standards are socially embedded and if actors have the ability to live 

up to standards, we believe that one ought to focus on the perspective of the 

individual. 

 

We can hereby say that the implementation and maintenance of standards are more 

extensively elaborated on outside the GVC literature. We have mentioned organiza-

tion theory (Brunsson, 2000b) and how standards are socially embedded (Nadvi, 

2008). Brunsson focuses on standards implemented within horizontal industries, but 
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not within value chains. For example, if one telecom company introduces a standard, 

this only differentiates that company from the other companies in that industry. In 

value chains it is different. If one actor in a value chain does not adhere to a standard, 

that actor can be of harm for the other actors who do, if they are operating in the same 

value chain. A high level of antibiotics can for instance be detected at a later stage 

and cause problems for other actors. Put differently, in a value chain actors want to be 

able to trust that other actors are not behaving in an opportunistic way that will be 

harmful to them.  

 

One value chain where more standards were introduced quite recently is that of tiger 

shrimp and prawns (hereafter, shrimp and prawns) in Bangladesh. After the EU 

banned shrimp and prawns from Bangladesh in 1997 as food safety concerns were 

detected, Bangladesh had to implement additional standards to live up to new food 

safety requirements set by the EU. In Bangladesh, shrimp and prawn production 

constitutes the second largest export sector and employs more than 1.2 million people 

along the value chain (Kruijssen et al., 2012 in Bremer et al., 2013), thus living up to 

the required standards is important for Bangladesh as a country. In this chain, ‘from 

pond to plate’, the products are traded among a large number of actors before it is 

sold to importers in European countries, the US and Japan to name a few (Islam, 

2008). 

 

The above discussion highlights the importance of managing complexity caused by 

new demands placed on the chain, in regards to both product- and process methods. 

One way to coordinate a value chain is through the use of standards. The GVC litera-

ture does not acknowledge the complexity connected with implementing standards in 

value chains. While implementation of standards are discussed by Brunsson, he does 

not take into consideration the nature of value chains with actors dependent on each 

other, while at the same time spread across different countries and cultures. 

 

Deriving from the discussion above, our research question is:  

How can a value chain be coordinated using standards? 
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1.1 PURPOSE 

The purpose of this thesis is to increase the knowledge of coordination of Global 

Value Chains. When investigating how standards are implemented in a value chain 

we will merge understandings from different scholars and through that we hope to 

contribute to a more developed view of how a value chain can be coordinated using 

standards. We limit our study to only focus on the value chain of shrimp and prawns 

in Bangladesh. Focus is on standards that are of importance for actors who wish to 

export to the EU and demands placed by European consumers. Thereby our findings 

will reflect coordination in this specific chain. We unpack the value chain and use the 

perspective of the actors working in- and in close connection to the chain, as we be-

lieve that Nadvi’s way of accounting for individuals and the social setting are im-

portant when scrutinizing the outcome of the implementation. To do so, fieldwork has 

been conducted in Bangladesh including interviews with actors in the shrimp and 

prawn industry. Because of the complex nature of value chains with its fragmented 

activities and large number of actors, we believe that it is important for stakeholders 

to better understand coordination of GVCs and to help them predict how forms of 

coordination might change. For instance, one can explore the way producers of stand-

ards could benefit from thinking about implications that standards have for actors in a 

value chain.  

1.2 THESIS DISPOSITION 

To begin with, a theoretical framework is presented to create an understanding of 

coordination within Global Value Chains, especially using standards. After this, the 

method of the thesis is described with the intention to explain the researchers’ reason-

ing. Chapter 4 throws light on the empirical findings from the conducted interviews 

and a description of the value chain of shrimp and prawns in Bangladesh. The 

theoretical framework is used in Chapter 5 to analyze the empirical findings, and a 

summary of the analysis where our research question is answered finishes the chap-

ter. In the discussion, the findings and implications are discussed further. Suggestions 

for further research are provided, in addition to contributions and limitations of the 

study. The last part highlights the main conclusions from the study. 
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2. THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 

The opportunities that international trade create have undoubtedly also increased the 

need to coordinate dispersed activities. Shipments, production and the quality of 

goods and services need to be accurate and maintained across diverse markets and 

cultures (Sturgeon, 2001).  Studies of Global Value Chains often seek to understand 

how GVCs are coordinated, and this question has been central to many scholars (e.g. 

Gereffi, 1994; Gereffi et al., 2005; Ponte and Gibbon, 2005; Ponte and Sturgeon, 

2014). This concern with how GVCs are coordinated originates from a broader ques-

tion where sociologists used the World Systems Theory1 to study how the global 

economy is organized (Arrighi and Drangel, 1986, in Bair, 2005; Humphrey and 

Schmitz, 2008). However, despite this background, the GVC theory today focuses 

more on internal dynamics of value chains (Humphrey and Schmitz, 2008; Ponte et 

al., 2008). 

2.1 GLOBAL VALUE CHAINS AND COORDINATION 

When looking at how to coordinate a GVC, Gereffi (1994) initially made a distinction 

between two kinds of coordination structures, producer driven and buyer driven value 

chains (ibid; Gereffi et al., 2005). His point of departure was that one powerful firm 

can ‘drive’ the chain. Producer driven value chains are exemplified by a chain where 

producers retain control over the chain and if subcontracts are needed the firm makes 

sure to achieve as much influence over the production processes as possible (Ponte et 

al., 2008). The buyer driven chains on the other hand see less intense business rela-

tions. When goods are standardized and do not require special ‘know-how’, firms can 

easily end a relation with existing suppliers to find a new one. Additionally, the con-

cept of buyer driven chains sought to explain how control can be present in the inter-

firm relationships even without a formal hierarchy structure (Ponte et al., 2008), and 

without the buyer owning the production or processing facilities (Schmitz and 

                                                
1 The World Systems Theory recognizes some countries as core countries performing high skill, capital intensive 
work for high rewards, while other countries are periphery countries performing low skill, labor intensive work, 
often producing raw material with low rewards (Arrighi and Drangel, 1986, in Bair, 2005). 
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Knorringa, 2000; Dolan and Humphrey, 2000). The buyer driven chains have 

especially created opportunities for developing countries to become active players in 

the global marketplace with responsibility of production. 
 

Building on the understanding of buyer- and producer driven chains, another frame-

work was established to explain the coordination between different steps in the chain, 

rather than just the actors driving the chain. Gereffi et al. (2005) identified two ex-

treme types of coordination that make up opposite ends of a spectrum. These are the 

market-based relationships among firms, and the vertically integrated firms known as 

hierarchies (Gereffi et al., 2005).  

 

A hierarchical form is used to gain control over the production, often when tacit 

knowledge needs to be transmitted between the steps in the chain, or when complex 

resources, such as intellectual property, needs to be managed (Gereffi et al., 2005; 

Altenburg, 2006). Altenburg (2006) states that more complex trade relations could be 

handled through hierarchical forms of coordination. In a hierarchy, all activities are 

taking place in-house and vertical integration is present, as in multinational compa-

nies where the parent company controls the production (Gereffi et al., 2005). This 

results in low flexibility, as changing subsidiaries is not as easy as changing suppliers 

on a market, which can lead to increased costs for a parent company (cf. Ponte et al., 

2008).  

 

On the other end of the spectrum, market coordination is found. Market coordination 

is used when product specification is relatively simple, and here, all transactions take 

place at an open market and coordination is handled through market relations (Gereffi 

et al., 2005). Flexibility is high, as one can choose buyers and suppliers freely, while 

control over other actors in the chain is low (ibid).  
 

In addition, Gereffi et al. (2005) presents hybrid forms of coordination on the spec-

trum between market-based relationships and hierarchies that help us understand 

Global Value Chains. Hybrids reflect the most common ways to coordinate a chain 

where long-term relations (hierarchy) with suppliers are being mixed with short-term 

(market) relations (cf. Tillväxtanalys, 2014). Firms are concerned with reducing the 
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expenses of organizing the chain, known as transaction cost, and will therefore 

choose the form of coordination that is most likely to reduce cost (Ponte et al., 2008). 

 

The choice of coordination can also be seen as a solution to the complexity that the 

value chain faces. Gereffi et al. (2005) and Altenburg (2006) all argue that the more 

complex the trade relation, the better it will be to adapt a hierarchical form of 

coordination. Such complexity can come from demands placed on the chain from 

customers and demands that these requirements will be followed throughout the 

chain. For example, we now see increasing concerns for food- and user safety, 

traceability and environmental problems (Ponte and Gibbon, 2005). When these new 

demands are placed in a value chain, it will take the actors some time to adjust their 

procedures in line with the new requirements. Moreover, actors might not have rou-

tines in place for how to communicate with each other about new demands. Espe-

cially when the value chain is situated in developing countries, actors might initially 

lack the required knowledge or resources to live up to the demands (Gereffi et al., 

2005). Therefore one could say that new demands in a value chain will increase the 

production complexity, lower the ability to codify information and reduce the 

capabilities of suppliers (Gereffi et al., 2005; Humphrey and Schmitz, 2008). New 

demands would thereby lead to more complex transactions, which would require 

greater interaction among actors in GVCs. 

2.2 COORDINATING THROUGH STANDARDS 

A complementary way to coordinate a value chain and at the same time handle the 

complexity between actors is through the implementation of standards by a firm or 

third public- or private party (Gereffi et al., 2005). Standards inform both suppliers 

and end users about products’ specifications and how well it complies with for exam-

ple health and safety criteria, while still keeping the flexibility that market relations 

permit (Henson and Humphrey, 2010; Nadvi, 2008; Reardon et al., 2001).  According 

to Nadvi (2008), compliance pressures on standards concerning food safety, such as 

Hazard Analysis Critical Control Point (HACCP) and EU requirements, have in-

creased during the last two decades. Standards have also become more specific over 

time, and today they focus more on the process methods than on the actual product 
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(Reardon et al., 2001). Sometimes process standards are clearly defined and compa-

nies can use them as benchmarks, while in other cases, the definitions are contentious 

as the values are not universally held, such as concerning environmental sustainabil-

ity, social- and ethical values (Nadvi and Wältring, 2004).  

 

According to Ponte and Gibbon (2005), standards used by lead firms to maintain con-

trol through a ‘hands-off’ approach, avoid the need of more direct control of opera-

tions such as achieved by a more hierarchical form of coordination. Power (1997) 

argues that direct control has shifted to that of ‘control at a distance’, which here can 

be understood as lead firms’ attempts to minimize transaction costs in their supplier 

linkages through standards (cf. Gereffi et al., 2005).  

2.3 IMPLEMENTING STANDARDS 

Standards are not only a way to ease coordination of people’s actions (Brunsson, 

2000a), but do to an increasing extent also engage consumers where their demands on 

products go beyond price consciousness. Changing customer demands and attempts 

to establish commitments across chains can shape the need for external audits (Diller, 

1999). Hughes (2000) argues that the pressure on Kenyan flower producers to comply 

with UK retailers’ requirements has increased the demands on the producers, but also 

the need for them to adjust their production processes. The power of the customers is 

also evident in the food sector where standardized systems of quality control often 

forces the producers to abandon their traditional methods (Murdoch et al., 2000). It is 

important to note that the actors who are expected to follow the requirements are of-

ten located at far geographical distance from those who originally founded the stand-

ards (Brunsson and Jacobsson, 2000b), as exemplified with the UK retailers and Ken-

yan flower producers.  

 

Keesing and Lall (1992, in Gereffi et al., 2005) state that when developing countries 

face requirements placed on them by the export market there tends to be a gap in the 

capabilities needed by the producers in order to meet the expected requirements. If 

the customers located in the export market refuse to purchase any products that fail to 

comply with certain standards, the producers might have no choice but to follow the 
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standard (Brunsson and Jacobsson, 2000b). While following a standard is claimed by 

Brunsson and Jacobsson (2000a) to be voluntary, compared to directives or laws 

which are non-voluntary rules, the example above illustrates a case where the level of 

voluntariness would be reduced, as the actor has no choice but to follow the standard 

due to the strict requirements by the customers.  

 

The argumentation by Gereffi et al. (2005) that standards could be used to coordinate 

GVCs does not take into consideration how standards are implemented and main-

tained. This is however discussed and problematized by Brunsson (2000b), Brunsson 

and Jacobsson (2000b) and Nadvi (2008). Brunsson and Jacobsson (2000b) say that 

standards are made to work for a large number of actors and directed at actors who 

are capable of acting and having a will of their own. Linked to this, Brunsson (2000b) 

questions the idea that standards would lead to uniformity among the adopters as it 

does not take into account that some actors might not be part of the ‘diffusion’ that a 

standard arguably would lead to, making them ‘immune’ to the diffusion. Some 

actors might for example lack resources or will to participate, or be suspicious of 

standards and following the advice of others (ibid). Nadvi (2008) argues that stand-

ards might not prove effective unless they appear natural in the context where they 

are implemented, i.e. if they are socially embedded. He accounts for norms, values 

and household relations in his research and acknowledges the individuals behind the 

organizations that adopt standards.  

2.4 SUMMARIZING THE THEORETICAL LINE OF ARGUMENTATION 

So far we have argued that GVCs with their geographically dispersed activities have 

a tendency to be complex to coordinate, especially when faced with external demands 

(Gereffi et al., 2005). New demands can come from changing customer preferences, 

such as regarding food safety, that increase the complexity and challenges for actors 

before they can develop their own capabilities (ibid). Compliance pressures have in-

creased lately according to Nadvi (2008), sometimes forcing producers to abandon 

their traditional methods (Murdoch et al., 2000). This can occur when production 

takes place in countries where actors who are not used to meet requirements from 

export markets, are suddenly expected to do so. Brunsson and Jacobsson, (2000b) 
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remind us that those who produce standards are often found at great geographical 

distance from those who should follow them. This could lead to a gap in capabilities 

between the export market and the producers. In addition, Brunsson (2000b) under-

lines that some actors might lack, for example, financial resources to be able to fol-

low the requirements that standards include, which he refers to as being ‘immune’ to 

the diffusion created by standards. Brunsson and Jacobsson (2000b) also mention that 

not all actors see the benefits of following standards.  

 

The implementation of standards to coordinate a value chain and manage complexity 

is made possible without the need to acquire more ownership of the production. 

While standards are said to be voluntary by definition, Brunsson and Jacobsson 

(2000a; 2000b) argue that the level of voluntariness could be reduced when actors 

have no choice but to follow the standard. At the same time does Nadvi (2008) 

emphasize that future research oughts to pay closer attention to the outcomes for the 

actors found in the chain, as standards are imposed from the outside.   

 

We attempt to investigate standards as a mean to coordinate GVCs where we under-

stand standards from a broader viewpoint including perspectives from organizational 

scholars. Thereby we aim to contribute to the bigger theoretical body of the GVC 

framework. Data for the study was assembled through fieldwork on the value chain of 

shrimp and prawns in Bangladesh. 

 

 

   



 

 

 

11 

3. METHOD 

3.1 RESEARCH STRATEGY AND PERSPECTIVE 

In line with previous research, our aim of this study is to increase the understanding 

of coordination in Global Value Chains by the usage of the GVC framework and how 

standards can be used as a mean to coordinate (e.g. Gereffi, 1994; Gereffi et al., 2005; 

Ponte and Gibbon, 2005). The first choice was therefore to use qualitative methods 

for this study (cf. Saunders et al., 2009). We find the current GVC framework restric-

tive in its understanding of standards, and therefore more elaborative or critical views 

were brought in from Brunsson and Jacobsson with colleagues (2000) as well as from 

Nadvi (2008). Limitations and how we deal with them are expressed in this chapter.  

3.2 RESEARCH DESIGN 

A case study entails the ability to generate answers to the questions of how to coordi-

nate using standards, what the implications might be, and why that is, and thereby 

enables a rich understanding of an empirical case and context (cf. Eisenhardt and 

Graebner, 2007, in Saunders et al., 2009). But what exactly does the case and content 

in our study represent? The shrimp and prawn value chain in the Khulna region of 

Bangladesh was chosen. This particular area is one of the main regions for shrimp 

and prawn production in Bangladesh. Thereby, the case represents a food chain where 

the products are farmed in a developing country. The interest of the thesis is to study 

coordination using standards, and thus that is also part of the case. More specifically, 

standards and demands relevant to- or placed by the EU are part of our study. Mixed 

methods for collecting the data allowed for triangulation when unpacking the case 

(cf. Yin, 2009). For example, by using interviews, observations and secondary data 

we could achieve external validation to our finding that beheading of prawns is taking 

place outside the processing plants (where it should not take place). This is mentioned 

by Hassan et al. in their article from 2012, by one of our respondents, and we ob-

served it taking place in two separate locations. In this way we feel quite confident in 

our claim. Further, as the interviews did not cover certain historical events to a great 

extent, of which some are worth mentioning to present a good case on standards in 

this chain, secondary data proved important to achieve this. 
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A single case, as opposed to multiple cases, allowed for a deeper understanding of 

one value chain and the possibility to present findings in a more meticulous way. To 

generalize the findings in such a way that our results would be applied to multiple 

value chains could be tempting (cf. Bryman and Bell, 2007). However, the aim with 

this qualitative study is not to draw general conclusions to all value chains from our 

sample, but rather to do an in-depth study and understand the underlying causes in 

this specific chain (see Åberg, 2013). To sum up, this case study adds understanding 

to how this specific value chain is coordinated.  

3.3 DATA COLLECTION  

3.3.1 PRE-STUDY 

Prior to conducting the fieldwork in Bangladesh we consulted Matthias Kaiser from 

the University of Bergen. Kaiser has extensive knowledge and contacts within the 

aquaculture sector, as he was part of an EU funded research project, named Sustain-

ing Ethical Aquaculture Trade (SEAT), until its completion in 2012. We got a second 

briefing from Saifullah Rony after arriving in Khulna. Rony was recommended to us 

by Kaiser and had earlier been part of the SEAT project, both as a research assistant 

and as an interpreter. Before conducting the actual fieldwork we had therefore gained 

some understanding of the value chain. 

3.3.2 USING AN INTERPRETER  

In addition to giving us insights to the value chain, Rony also helped with translating 

some of the interviews. Whenever possible, English was used to communicate with 

the respondents, which resulted in 12 interviews conducted in English and 8 inter-

views translated from Bengali. For the interviews in English, Rony was still present 

to provide help when needed. He also served as a guide and escorted us along the 

value chain, from the remote prawn villages to the narrow alleys of Khulna. His abil-

ity to communicate with different people was important as it made the respondents 

feel more comfortable during the interviews. The choice to take assistance from a 

person with this much insight into the specific value chain proved necessary with the 

short timeframe of two weeks for the fieldwork.  
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Some general drawbacks of using an interpreter are the risks of losing out important 

information and misunderstandings. Our modest skills in Bengali proved useful as it 

allowed us to ask follow-up questions in the rare cases when some aspects got lost in 

the translation during both interviews and while transcribing them.  

3.3.3 INTERVIEWS  

The interviews were conducted during a two-week fieldwork in January 2015. A 

semi-structured interview guide was used (see Appendix 1). The interview guide was 

constructed to give both a general understanding of the chain and specific answers to 

questions on quality and procedures. Semi-structured interviews allowed us to ask 

both follow-up questions to gain deeper knowledge, as well as closed questions to 

make sure that we interpreted answers correctly. However, a majority of the questions 

were open-ended, and in that way the interviewees had the opportunity to formulate 

their own answers. The use of semi-structured interviews for this study provided sev-

eral opportunities for the respondents to speak more freely about their beliefs in rela-

tion to the topic area. 

 

Since the ability to conduct more interviews at a later stage in the writing process was 

difficult, we used an interview guide that ended up being more extensive than the 

actual scope of the research. This provided a comprehensive understanding of the 

value chain, however, all the data was not applicable to the question and aim and 

therefore excluded from the study. In addition, we made use of secondary data availa-

ble.  

 

The cultural difference was also important to take into consideration when collecting 

the data. Hofstede (2001, in Saunders et al., 2009) claims that cultural difference can 

lead to false conclusions, analyzing responses from interviewees. Saunders et al. 

(2009) suggest the use of in-depth interviews to avoid these cultural biases. The use 

of semi-structured interviews including open and follow-up questions for this study 

created opportunities for the respondents to speak more freely about their beliefs in 

relation to the topic area and for us to clarify ambiguities, which we believe helped 

overcome these problems.  
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3.3.3.1 FINDING AND SELECTING RESPONDENTS 

The largest part of the sample of interviewees came from a list of 51 participants of a 

workshop facilitated by the research project SEAT. This workshop was unique in the 

sense that it brought multiple stakeholders together. It was convenient to take the 

sample from the list as it provided us with names from each step of the chain in addi-

tion to external actors important to the industry. This list can be found in Appendix 2 

and includes 14 of the 20 respondents. Names have been excluded to ensure anonym-

ity for the respondents. From this list, the respondents were first chosen based on 

their profession, either being directly involved in the production (internal actors) or 

in close connection with the value chain (external actors). Among the internal actors 

at least one was chosen from each step of the chain, and the external actors were cho-

sen from different fields. More information on these two groups of respondents can 

be found in section 3.3.3.2 and 3.3.3.3. Secondly, due to a dangerous political situa-

tion in Bangladesh at the time of the data collection, respondents located closest to 

the city of Khulna were chosen. To get our desired sample from all steps of the chain 

despite the political situation, six participants from other SEAT workshops were 

included.  

 

Although it was necessary, one possible problem with using convenience sampling is 

a skewed sample that is not representative for the whole value chain in this case. As 

our sample represents individuals who were part of an earlier research project, as well 

as individuals close to Khulna, we assume that they are more informed than the aver-

age individual about standards and their requirements. However, despite that our 

sample might include a large number of respondents that are highly knowledgeable 

and experienced, we believe that if we find that they have problems with the 

implementation of standards, that finding should be viable and also representative for 

other less knowledgeable actors. 

 

Out of the total number of 20 interviews, all except one were conducted face-to-face. 

This interview was instead conducted over phone. The interviews ranged from 20 to 

120 minutes based on how much time respondents had available, where the averaged 

interview lasted for 57 minutes. We, the authors, were both present at all the inter-
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views. 17 of the interviews were recorded and transcribed to avoid misinterpretation, 

for the remaining three interviews, notes were instead typed out during and directly 

after the interview. All respondents were asked about their participation in the study, 

and made aware of the purpose with the interviews and the recording. A summarized 

list of the respondents can be seen in Table 1.  

 

ACTORS INTERVIEWS 

Internal 13 

External 7 

Total  20 
 

Table 1 

3.3.3.2 INTERNAL ACTORS 

The first interviews were made with actors in direct contact with the products (shrimp 

and prawns). For this thesis the interviews with the internal actors were carried out at 

several steps of the value chain (from Input to Export) in order to determine how 

standards have been implemented. With our limited insights to this particular value 

chain, the initial sample was also vital in order to get an understanding of how differ-

ent activities play out in the chain and the coordination among these. See Chapter 4 

for an overview of the value chain of farmed Bangladeshi shrimp and prawns. A list 

of internal actors can be found in Table 2.  

 

INTERNAL ACTORS INTERVIEWS 

Input Hatchery Owner 1 

Farmers 
Prawn Farmers 5 

Shrimp Farmer 1 

Collection 
point 

Collection Point Owner 1 

Depot Owner 1 

Main Depot Worker 1 

Export 

Processing Plant Owner 1 

Processing Plant Manager 1 

Buyer Agent 1 

Total  13 
 

Table 2 
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3.3.3.3 EXTERNAL ACTORS 

The aim of interviewing external actors to the value chain was twofold. First, to get 

insights to ‘how things work’ in the value chain and how standards are used. They 

were chosen as we anticipated their perspectives to complement each other, as well as 

the perspectives of the internal actors. Secondly, the Department of Fisheries (DoF) 

plays an important role to educate about the standards, conduct the tests that are re-

quired, and control whether the standards are followed. The external actors can be 

found in Table 3. 

 

EXTERNAL ACTORS INTERVIEWS 

DoF 

Deputy Director DoF 1 

Microbiologist DoF 1 

Quality Control Officer DoF 1 

NGO 
Employee NGO 1 

Director NGO 1 

Other 
Journalist 1 

Professor 1 

Total  7 
 

Table 3 

3.3.4 OBSERVATIONS 

Observations were made during the fieldwork in Khulna as we traveled to meet the 

different actors from the value chain. We got to see where post-larva is produced, the 

ponds in which the prawns and shrimp are cultivated, as well as the collection points 

where the harvested products are collected before being brought to the processing 

plants. We also saw a processing plant from the inside, something that is often diffi-

cult to get permission for from the authorities. These observations were primarily 

important as it made us understand the value chain better, but we also used them to 

validate the data obtained from interviews and secondary data (Lewis-Beck et al., 

2004). It exemplified that what is said to be done is not always what is actually being 

done in the chain, which further supports our choice of triangulating the findings with 

data from different sources, such as secondary data, and interviews with different 

people in combination with the observations.  



 

 

 

17 

3.3.5 DOCUMENTS 

In addition to the material presented above, we also made use of secondary data from 

academic articles on food safety issues in the value chain in Bangladesh. These peer-

reviewed articles were selected from searches based on the key-words “food safety”, 

“HACCP”, “ban”, “shrimp” and “Bangladesh” on Google Scholar.  

3.4 PRESENTING AND ANALYZING A CASE 

The first part of the case introduces the value chain of shrimp and prawns in Bangla-

desh, and the second part presents the standards in the industry. Data from mixed 

sources are used to present the first part of the case and mostly secondary data for the 

second part. The third part grants findings from the different levels of the value chain 

and external actors, and for this the predominant data source were the interviews con-

ducted during the fieldwork in Bangladesh. We chose to break down the chain into 

four steps (Input, Farmers, Collection point, and Export) in line with the main levels 

of the chain, and display the findings from the perspectives of those being studied. 

We present the case using quotes and data on a micro-level, in order to grasp the 

perspective of the individuals. It is important for us to not misuse the trust of the 

respondents and criticize the individuals in the value chain. We hope we achieve this 

by using findings from interviews and observations on a micro-level to show struc-

tural problems on a macro-level, not to point fingers, but to be able to answer our 

research question. 

 

Transcripts and tables created from the interviews were used to synthesize, categorize 

and not least to write and re-write about the different steps of the value chain, includ-

ing external actors (Saunders et al., 2009). We used color codes to differentiate 

recurring themes from the transcripts. This helped us see both common aspects point-

ing towards that standards are implemented, as well as re-occurring findings pointing 

at difficulties for Bangladeshi actors to follow these requirements. We had a color 

code highlighting aspects pointing towards that standards are implemented, and we 

found “awareness among actors” and “new investments”. The difficulties that came 

through in the color-coding process were connected to a lack of will and a lack of 
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ability for the actors to follow the standards. When finding and categorizing these 

findings, we went back and forth between theory and data (cf. Åberg, 2013).  

 

Searching for common thematic elements across respondents and the reality that they 

express during interviews is known as a thematic approach (Lewis-Beck et al, 2004). 

We put emphasis on what the respondents said rather than how they have said it, and 

thus, we have viewed language as a resource, rather than a topic of investigation 

(ibid).  
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4. EMPIRICAL FINDINGS 

When the British people ruled this country, they were very fond of 

boneless fish, so they loved to eat shrimp instead of other fishes (…) So 

when this continent got the freedom, the British people [went back] to 

England. They [the British people] think that if we can export shrimp 

to Britain we can make money and our friends can eat the shrimp. This 

is the primary history of shrimp exporting. 

Processing Plant Owner. 
 

4.1 SOME INTRODUCTORY WORDS ON THE INDUSTRY 

The value chain of shrimp and prawns in Bangladesh has a long history, and out of 

the 64 districts that make up the country's landmass there are about 20 districts that 

produce shrimp using approximately 276 000 hectares of land (Department of Fisher-

ies, Bangladesh, 2011). Documentation from SEAT (2015) estimate that approxi-

mately 95 – 97 % of production is being exported where the largest volume belongs 

to the black tiger shrimp. In 1972, when Bangladesh became independent from Paki-

stan, there were nine fish processing plants in the country that saw earnings of 2.26 

million USD. During the following 42 years the industry has been growing, and in 

last year (2014) this number had reached to 162 fish processing plants and a remarka-

ble 638 million USD in earnings (Processing Plant Owner; BFFEA, 2015). 
 

The production of shrimp and prawns from Bangladesh include a number of different 

steps and actors in the country before the product is exported. The first step of the 

value chain that is of interest to this study is referred to as Input. Input includes the 

resources needed in order to grow the shrimp and prawns, such as feed and ice but it 

also comprise the living products, i.e. post-larva or PL. Before the early ‘90s’, there 

were no shrimp hatcheries in Bangladesh (Hatchery Owner), instead people collected 

PL from the rivers. After 1995, the volume of wild PL available in the market de-

clined which resulted in the need for human-grown hatchery PL. 
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In the Khulna district, it is common that middlemen purchase the PL from hatcheries 

and sell it to Farmers. The Deputy Director of the Department of Fisheries (DoF) 

predicts that around 190 000 farms are registered in Bangladesh, and over 170 000 of 

those are registered in the Khulna district. At the farm, the shrimp and prawns are 

cultivated for up to 14 months before being harvested and sold. When visiting one 

prawn village, we observed that post-harvest the products were brought in bamboo 

baskets back to the farm where they were placed on tarpaulin to be sorted and graded. 

From the farms the products are brought to a local Collection point where they are 

sold at an auction.  

 

Collection points are privately owned, and while collection points and depots still 

collect and sort the shrimp and prawns, there are now several middlemen and some-

times agents of the processing plant present at these locations to take part of the 

auctioning of the products. While this level of the chain is meant to represent a stage 

in the chain where gathering of products takes place, we observed prawn beheading 

taking place, also confirmed by Hassan et al. (2012). Further we observed that the 

handling of shrimp and prawns does not always takes place at tables but instead on 

the floors, mostly by women working in a squatting position. From the collection 

points the products are taken to main depots before they eventually end up at a Pro-

cessing plant for final processing and Export. 

 

When the processing plant receives the shrimp and prawns from the agents or middle-

men, the products are examined and sorted according to size and thereafter cleaned. 

Before frozen and sent to the storeroom, the shrimp and prawns are chilled and pack-

aged. In order to make sure that the product is fit for human consumption, each pro-

cessing plant has a quality assurance manager that will inspect the products and take 

random samples where they look at the color, freshness and texture of the products. 

In addition, strict hygienic procedures need to be followed to ensure a sanitary 

environment inside the plant. A sanitary environment was observed during the field-

work and is further confirmed by Hassan et al. in their findings (2012). 
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In close collaboration with the processing plants, the buyer agent works as the 

middleman between the plant and the foreign importers. When an importer makes a 

request for aquaculture products, the buyer agent will randomly inspect the goods of 

the chosen processing plant and construct a report to be sent to the importer. If the 

importer accepts the container from which these visual tests have been made, the 

shipment process can proceed. However, before the containers can leave the country, 

a certificate needs to be issued by the DoF in which three types of sample tests are 

performed. The first is a visual test similar to the one made by the quality assurance 

manager and the buyer agent, secondly there is a microbiological test to look for 

traces of salmonella etc., and thirdly there is a chemical test that detects antibiotics, 

growth hormones and other substances. If no contamination is found, the products 

will begin its journey to the importing country. 

 

If contamination or any other problems are found with the products there will not be 

full payments made to the earlier steps of the chain, such as collection points and 

farms. This is because the value chain is using a ‘debt system’ where the actors usu-

ally need to wait at least one week for their full payment (EJF, 2014; Collection Point 

Owner).  

 

Sometimes, due to push, the product is rejected, and at those times the 

processing plants cannot pay the money properly. They just say that 

this year two or three containers got rejection from EU so I cannot pay 

you the [debt] at this moment, because I am in loss. 

 Collection Point Owner. 

 

In the next part of this chapter we begin with a background to why standards were 

introduced, followed by a brief presentation of current standards in the chain. At the 

end of the chapter we present the empirical findings generated by the interviews from 

the different steps of the value chain, including responses from external actors. This 

section shows the respondents’ reasoning about the implementation of standards in 

the chain. 
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4.2 INTRODUCING THE STANDARDS 

As touched upon before, Bangladesh faced new demands as consumers in high in-

come countries became more aware of food safety risks (Unnevehr, 2000), following 

a number of food safety scandals (Alam and Pokrant, 2009). EU inspections found 

that the processing plants in Bangladesh did not live up to infrastructure- and hygiene 

requirements, and that the present situation in the value chain was a potential public 

health risk for consumers (Unnevehr, 2000).   

  

During 1997 to 1998, the EU banned import from a number of countries including 

Bangladesh (Roheim, 2004). This affected the industry economically, both in the 

short- and long run (Yunus, 2009). From the conducted interviews two possible rea-

sons were presented to explain the ban of Bangladeshi shrimp and prawns. First, the 

products from Bangladesh were not fresh enough, and secondly, the facilities used to 

test the products were not up to standard (Processing Plant Owner). To overcome 

these problems, the industry and the Bangladeshi government invested in more mod-

ern plants, laboratories and training of personnel in Hazard Analysis Critical Control 

Point (HACCP), and in December 1997, HACCP was implemented as a nationwide 

program (Unnevehr, 2000).  

 

HACCP is a process control system that identifies where hazards might 

occur in the food production process and puts into place stringent 

actions to take to prevent the hazards from occurring. By strictly 

monitoring and controlling each step of the process, there is less 

chance for hazards to occur. 

 Yunus, 2009, p. 42.  

 

Therefore, living up to the EU requirements and HACCP meant that the processing 

plants had to implement a self-checking system where critical hygiene points were 

identified, monitored and documented (Henson and Jaffee, 2008). Further, to improve 

hygiene and standards, rural beheading and grading of products at depots were 

banned with pre-processing activities being shifted to the processing plants (Alam 

and Pokrant, 2009). Up until 2006, there was no LC-MS/MS machine where the 
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actors of the chain could detect antibiotics (or other substances) in the shrimp (Pro-

cessing Plant Owner). 

  

Today Bangladesh is taking on a number of different measures to follow the import 

regulations of seafood to the EU. Combining the samples of the products being tested 

by the Department of Fisheries, Buyer agents and the Processing plants, any traces 

harmful to humans can be detected before export. In addition to these tests and the 

HACCP system slowly being implemented in all steps of the chain, some of the pro-

cessing plants have been certified to live up to different standards. Out of the 162 

plants, 75 have become certified to sell to the EU (BFFEA, 2009), and 32 have the 

BRC Food safety standard certificate for their plant (BRC Directory, 2015). 

  

In order to determine how respondents reflect upon standards and how they are 

implemented, the next section of this chapter will present findings from each step of 

the value chain. The interviews are the basis for this section and all the respondents 

are found in Table 4.  

 

INTERNAL ACTORS EXTERNAL ACTORS 

Input Hatchery Owner 

DoF 

Deputy Director DoF 

Farmers 
Prawn Farmers (5 actors) Microbiologist DoF 

Shrimp Farmer Quality Control Officer DoF 

Collection 
point 

Collection Point Owner 
NGO 

NGO Employee  

Depot Owner NGO Director 

Main Depot Worker 
Other 

Journalist 

Export 

Processing Plant Owner Professor 

Processing Plant Manager 
 

Buyer Agent 
 

Table 4 
 

  



 

 

 

24 

4.3 THE EFFECT OF STANDARDS IN THE VALUE CHAIN  

4.3.1 INPUT 

The Hatchery Owner is involved in producing the input post-larva (PL), and he is a 

person with great knowledge of the sector of aquaculture. In addition to his education 

from universities in both Bangladesh and the UK, he has also acquired experience 

from working with both national and international NGO’s before establishing his pre-

sent prawn hatchery.  

  

During the interview the Hatchery Owner highlights the European buyers’ concern 

for food contamination from the usage of antibiotics. To please the buyers in foreign 

markets is important, according to our respondent, and he has a clear idea of where 

the responsibilities can be found in the chain.  

 

In the hatchery, we are totally responsible for maintaining the quality, 

and for the grower pond, the farmer is totally responsible for the 

quality of fish, and the feed company, they have actually big 

responsibility, due to their volume of sales. So they are not very careful 

about the quality of the feed.  

Hatchery Owner.  

 

It is, according to the Hatchery Owner, the farmers that are taking great risks if there 

are issues with viruses, production, input- or feed. Moreover, he clarifies that while 

every individual farm, hatchery and depot are individual businesses; they still need to 

care for each other. As it is now, if the quality deteriorates somewhere in the chain 

the whole industry will suffer. While he admits that some hatcheries might use 

banned chemicals he clearly states that none of this occurs at his hatchery.     

4.3.2 FARMERS 

A majority of the respondents from this level own a small- or medium-sized farm 

with exception of the Shrimp Farmer who possesses a larger area of land. Both Prawn 

Farmer 1 and Prawn Farmer 4 state that the consumption by consumers drives the 
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chain and without the ability of processing plants and buyer agents to export the prod-

ucts to foreign markets “the whole industry will be hampered” (Prawn Farmer 4).  

And if the chain would not be shortened, Prawn Farmer 4 argues that it then needs to 

be regulated better. 

  

When the farmers discuss quality, there is a range of attributes being mentioned. 

Accordingly, all interviewees mentioned size and color. We also found other qualities 

being mentioned such as taste and high level of vitamins, but also the use of plastic 

cartons and a fresh and clean workplace (Shrimp Farmer). Especially the color can be 

enhanced by the proper usage of ice after harvest. Another problem to quality was 

brought up: 

 

The poorer farmers cannot get better input, better feed so they can't get 

high quality products. 

Prawn Farmer 3. 

  

The external characteristics of the products will be examined at the depot, says Prawn 

Farmer 1, in order to determine good quality shrimp. While Prawn Farmer 1 argues 

that hatchery PL more easily get ‘antenna disease’ which will reduce the quality of 

the prawn, Shrimp Farmer makes no distinction between them but mentions that 

hatchery PL imported from India ended up spreading viral infections in the district a 

couple of years earlier. When a disease occurs this can hamper the production and 

one farmer refers to the use of medicine, allowed antibiotics, to solve the problem 

(Prawn Farmer 4). Prawn Farmer 4 further states that when the environment is clean 

and sustainable then the prawns can more easily survive, thus, dirt, uncleanness, 

chemicals and pesticides are important to think about. 

  

The use of ‘push’ in the chain, which involves water or jelly being injected into the 

body of the product to increase the weight, would immediately impact the quality. 

This is only mentioned by the Shrimp Farmer and he dismisses any involvement at 

farm level. Then again, the impression by the Shrimp Farmer is that middlemen and 

depot owners, who by other respondents are seen as those who adulterate the prod-
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ucts, now have stopped the unethical behavior due to pressures from the DoF and 

European consumers. Nevertheless, in order to fully know if there are any 

microbiological problems with the product, Shrimp Farmer explains that you need to 

test samples at a laboratory for those things that you cannot see with your bare eyes. 

4.3.3 COLLECTION POINT 

In the interview with the Collection Point Owner, he argues that the Department of 

Fisheries decides what can be exported. He further claims that the rejections are not 

due to activities by the farmers or the collection points, instead injecting substances 

into the product, i.e. push, takes place after the collection point and mainly by the 

middlemen. The Main Depot Worker also acknowledges that push is taking place by 

middlemen to increase the weight and thereby the profit when they sell the products. 

While the DoF issues the certifications and consequently approval of exports, they do 

not check all cartons in a container and therefore the product can later be rejected due 

to push (Collection Point Owner). He believes that prawns represent high quality 

products just from being a freshwater species while at the same time being very tasty. 

The Collection Point Owner also thinks that a living shrimp or prawn has better qual-

ity than those that are already dead at the time of arrival at the collection point. Color 

and size are also underlined as important to the quality. However, it is the usage of 

ice and assurance that push is not taking place that are most important, according to 

both Depot Owner and Collection Point Owner. 

 

Without pushing, all the quality is good. Small or big, no problem. 

 Depot Owner.  

 

Despite somewhat similar views on quality, the Depot Owner discusses the impact of 

parasites and viruses found in the shrimp and prawns, and that it represents a health 

issue. Depot Owner says that if they follow the hygiene system, the consumers and 

the farmers will be healthy. The Main Depot Worker estimates that less than 10% of 

the prawns get beheaded at the processing plants, but that it instead takes place at the 

collection points and main depots.  
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4.3.4 EXPORT 

The interviewees from this step of the chain all have long experience from the busi-

ness. In addition, the Processing Plant Owner is also a former Director of Bangladesh 

Frozen Fish Export Association (BFFEA), and the Buyer Agent is involved with 

NGO activities in addition to his regular work. 

  

The Buyer Agent is aware that his buyers want good quality and that if he and the 

other actors cannot ensure good production and practices from farm to plant level, the 

buyer will not get a good product in the end. The Processing Plant Owner estimates 

that there are many criteria that need to be considered in order to choose the highest 

quality shrimp. Problems with quality, he mentions, is often caused by improper use 

of ice. Besides a visual test to look into such attributes, the DoF will conduct 

chemical tests to ensure the absence of substances such as antibiotics and growth 

hormones. There is also a third microbiological test where any trace of bacteria, 

salmonella etc. will be detected (Processing Plant Owner). 

  

The Buyer Agent holds that “some packages get some small quantity of bad quality, 

which is difficult to detect before shipment, since they cannot check all master car-

toons [larger shipping cartoons]”. He concludes that the companies want 100% 

traceability but that most processing plants cannot make this happen. While most 

plants follow international standards such as EU requirements and the BRC Food 

safety standard, the Buyer Agent highlights failures with traceability. The reason is 

that many actors at farms, collection points and depots cannot fill out the traceability 

form because of low literacy rate. Not only has the government failed to solve this 

problem, the Department of Fisheries also gets criticized during the interview.  

 

[The] main controlling part of our government is DoF (…) but they 

have failed (…) because DoF’s manpower is not sufficient. Their sub 

district area officer is only one [person], but their area [contains] more 

than five to six thousand farmers (…) one extension officer is not 

sufficient. 

Buyer Agent.   
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Other problems are identified by the Processing Plant Owner who identifies the 

transportation of the products as a potential window of opportunity to soak the shrimp 

and prawns in water to increase the weight. The mobile court, which combines re-

sources from both the quality control department and the police, would occasionally 

check both plants and trucks in the search for such illegal methods. However, accord-

ing to the Buyer Agent, the mere number of steps in the value chain will reduce the 

quality. 

4.3.5 EXTERNAL ACTORS 

The respondents who work for the Department of Fisheries have a great role when it 

comes to determining if the products will be exported or not. “We are the regulatory 

body imposing those laws, we are the powerful” (Microbiologist DoF), but not all 

respondents agree. The Journalist argues that because of the many thousands of farm-

ers in the district, the DoF do not have enough resources to go and visit each one. The 

Deputy Director of the DoF mentions that 1 024 tests were performed at farm level in 

the Khulna district in 2014, while the required amount is 8 000. He refers to Bangla-

desh being a poor country as a reason why this number of tests has not been achieved. 

The Journalist advices that tests should be performed at every step of the chain but at 

this point in time the tests are too expensive and actors do not know where to go to 

perform the tests. According to the Deputy Director of the DoF, farmers need to as-

sure that they are not using any banned substances in their ponds, and the DoF sched-

ule monthly visits to farms in the district. There is also the mobile court that check for 

contamination (Microbiologist DoF) and the DoF further makes sure that the quality 

assurance officers at the processing plant have the right papers (Deputy Director 

DoF). To ensure safe products the HACCP system needs to be implemented at all 

steps including farm level (Microbiologist DoF). 

  

“If foreign people eat then Bangladesh will cultivate, if they stop then I believe that 

the cultivation will stop within three years” (NGO Director). And if the European 

consumers are dissatisfied with the product, the Microbiologist at the DoF states that 

it will never enter the EU.  
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We have to follow EU recommendations, without following those 

recommendations there is not possible to export any fish, especially to 

Europe. 

Microbiologist DoF. 

 

This is linked to microbiological- and chemical contamination, and the Microbiolo-

gist at the DoF admits the main concern of the EU is antibiotics, which can lead to 

rejections. The Journalist has similar thoughts and expresses that since the shrimp and 

prawns are produced for human consumption, both health- and food safety needs to 

be considered. “If consumers buy something and disease occurs, this is very bad”. 

  

To maintain this, food safety is a long process (…) everyone needs to 

think about this, take responsibility and be honest (…) if one person [in 

the chain] is not good, this [will] affect all of the products. 

Professor. 

 

Contamination is tough for the farmers, as it can come from multiple sources 

(Journalist), such as the hatchery and the feed, but also the pond at the farms. Since 

the price of quality feed is high, not all farmers are able to afford it. If the farmers are 

not using any type of feed or drugs in the pond, then the Journalist believes that it 

will ensure the quality. Quality can further be ensured by the use of chilled water 

(Quality Control Officer DoF), the use of plastic baskets, air-conditioned vans 

(Professor), good color, texture and no traces of antibiotics (Deputy Director DoF). 

  

Push is mentioned by several of the external actors. The Journalist believes jelly to be 

injected into the products at the depot level of the chain. The Microbiologist at the 

DoF also estimates that the depot is a potential risk area for such illegal methods, but 

also that middlemen can do it during transport. The risk of contamination would also 

be reduced if the chain would be shorter (Journalist), right now every step of the 

chain think about how they can make profit.  
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If everybody understands each other and agrees to produce quality fish 

or shrimp, that will be good, but there is no such harmonic relation.  

Journalist. 

 

In addition the NGO Director argues that the level of knowledge is poor, as the farm-

ers will learn from nearby farmers what chemicals to use. Many farmers would also 

still practice the methods used by their fathers and grandfathers (Professor). 
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5. ANALYSIS 

As the European Union became more aware of food safety risks, new standards were 

placed on the shrimp and prawn value chain in Bangladesh. The infrastructure- and 

hygiene requirements from the EU increased the complexity, which made it more 

difficult for Bangladesh to meet these new demands. This resulted in the government, 

through the Department of Fisheries, investing in testing machines, subsidies for 

plants, and training of their personnel, as means of trying to control the chain to live 

up to these new demands. These actions were all part of a bigger effort to implement 

the import standard from the EU and using the HACCP as a means of achieving the 

quality required.  

 

In the following section we present reasoning to how well standards have been imple-

mented throughout the value chain.  

5.1 AWARENESS AMONG ACTORS 

The awareness of standards concerning both products and practices, such as the three 

tests performed by the Department of Fisheries on the products and the HACCP 

principles, can be seen among several of the respondents from all levels including 

external actors. The regulatory agency that the DoF represents, in addition to the 

requirements placed by the EU, are said to put pressure on the actors of the chain. At 

the same time, the DoF decreases the risk of certain actors, such as middlemen and 

depot owners, carrying out unethical methods, mainly push (Shrimp Farmer). The 

DoF hence functions as a third party, making sure the other actors are living up to 

standards. Most respondents emphasize that the tests performed by the DoF will have 

an immediate impact on whether the shrimp and prawns will leave the country or not. 

“We have to follow EU recommendations, without following those recommendations 

there is not possible to export any fish, especially to Europe” (Microbiologist DoF). 

As the quote highlights, the DoF has great responsibility for the whole industry being 

able to export to developed countries and the EU has zero tolerance for import of any 

frozen products that does not live up to their requirements. As Brunsson and Jacob-

sson (2000a) note, a standard is supposed to be voluntary, compared to a directive, 
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which is not. Our findings suggest that the EU is an important export market for 

Bangladesh. If the consumers refuse to purchase products unless they are produced in 

line with EU standards, the voluntariness decreases. In other words, actors have no 

choice but to follow the standards, as the consequences of not doing so would lead to 

great income losses. It thus seems like standards placed on the shrimp and prawn 

value chain in Bangladesh in some ways have characteristics more similar to direc-

tives than standards that are supposed to be voluntary.  

5.2 NEW INVESTMENTS 

To reduce the risks of food safety problems, the DoF is taking several steps to im-

prove the chain with monthly visits to farms, mobile courts and close collaboration 

with the quality assurance officers at the processing plants. These visits have the 

function to follow up on the requirements and make sure that push is not taking place, 

and that hygiene practices are followed. Since 1997, investments and subsidiaries 

have targeted the processing plants especially, and many processing plants now fol-

low the HACCP principles and are certified in line with the EU and the BRC Food 

safety standards. Several processing plants, as well as collection points and all author-

ized buyer agents, are also certified by the DoF (BFFEA, 2009). It is evident that 

Bangladesh has made serious attempts to handle the pressures on food safety comply 

with the standards placed by the EU. Thus, this study confirms the changing path of 

standards; that compliance pressures have increased during the last two decades, as 

explained by Nadvi (2008). The investments made by the DoF, linked to both the 

product and process requirements, signals the importance for Bangladesh to export to 

Europe, and a serious attempt to live up to the standards required. Parasites and vi-

ruses are discussed by the respondents as being health issues (Depot Owner), and it is 

said that both consumers and farmers would be healthy as long as the hygiene system 

HACCP is followed in the value chain. 

 

In spite of the awareness among the respondents and the new investments made, there 

is evidence that issues still remain to a successful implementation of standards, and 

these difficulties will be the focus in the remaining part of the analysis.  
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5.3 THE WILL TO FOLLOW STANDARDS 

Our observations identify gaps in the hygiene routines at some levels of the chain, 

such as that beheading is taking place at collection points and main depots, that prod-

ucts are sorted and graded on the floor, and that bamboo baskets are used at farm 

level. Sometimes, the feed producer would also cause the quality to deteriorate be-

cause of wrong production processes at the feed mill. At other times, a disease at the 

farm or hatchery level can make actors use banned antibiotics. Push, which is said to 

take place at the depot level or during transportation, is also considered a threat to 

food safety as the quality of the jelly is questioned.  

 

All these examples go against the requirements of the standards, and represent find-

ings suggesting that standards are not sufficiently implemented throughout the chain. 

Reasons explaining this could be manifold, but we have found some explanations, 

both from the respondents during the interviews and in the literature. As the Main 

Depot Worker states, middlemen inject jelly to increase the weight and in that way 

increase the price when selling the product, which represents a financial reason for 

this type of wrongdoing. As Brunsson and Jacobsson (2000b) argue that not all actors 

always see the benefit of following the standards, we would say that in this case the 

actors lack the economic incentive to follow a standard. Possibly also that they find 

the threat of the mobile court to be less strong than the opportunity to earn some extra 

money by increasing the profit through push.  

 

According to Murdoch et al. (2000), producers are often forced to abandon their 

traditional methods when standardized systems of quality control are being intro-

duced to the value chain. However as we observed in the value chain of shrimp and 

prawns in Bangladesh there are still many actors that use traditional methods, such as 

farmers carrying bamboo baskets on their shoulders after harvest. Another observa-

tion was made at the collection points. Traditionally, women in Bangladesh prepare 

food in a squatting position on the floor, and this is also how beheading of prawns is 

arranged. This demonstrates that the traditional methods are still present in the chain, 

and perhaps it can be explained by these practices being a culturally or socially 
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normal thing to do in this context (cf. Nadvi, 2008). In other words, it suggests that 

standards are not effective unless socially embedded (ibid). 

 

So far, we have argued that not all actors have the will to follow a standard as they do 

not see the benefit or as it is not perceived natural to act according to the require-

ments that comes with the standards. Next we will analyze actors’ ability to follow 

standards in terms of their human- and financial resources, but also in terms of 

knowledge. 

5.4 THE ABILITY TO FOLLOW STANDARDS 

Contamination caused by push is sometimes detected at a very late stage in the chain. 

Either when the Department of Fisheries takes samples from the containers at the pro-

cessing plants or even after arrival in the importing country, where additional tests for 

contamination are performed. The limited number of samples that are tested at the 

actual processing plants in Bangladesh means that products might be rejected even 

after the approval from the DoF (Collection Point Owner). Therefore, there is a risk 

that the requirements by the EU are not met, and that the implementation is not fully 

executed throughout the chain. Respondents further argue that the DoF has failed as a 

regulatory agent. Due to their lack of manpower, few of the large number of farms in 

the district get a visit by the DoF. The lack of human resources also mean that the 

DoF does not have enough time to perform the roughly 8 000 tests required by them 

at farm level. 

 

As stated by Brunsson (2000b), standards are often assumed to lead to uniformity, 

where actors’ behaviors would start to resemble each other in ‘diffusion’. In line with 

Brunsson's thoughts, our findings reveal that lacking resources at the Department of 

Fisheries are hindering this ‘diffusion’, or put differently, that lacking resources 

means that the DoF as a regulatory and controlling party cannot do its job properly, 

which hinders a successful implementation and management of standards.  

 

Another resource that is lacking is the financial resources among some actors. For 

example can problems occur when actors use the wrong type of feed. Brunsson 
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(2000b) argues that some actors might be too poor to take part in a diffusion, and as 

qualitative feed is expensive, this is not always a viable option for all farmers. 

Thereby, the fact that Bangladesh is a developing country, arguable has an effect on 

how well standards are implemented and maintained across the chain.  

 

Buyer Agent claims that the companies buying the products from him want 100% 

traceability. Due to low literacy rate among the people working at the farm- and de-

pot level, they are however not able to fill out the traceability form. One ought to 

realize that standards often have been created at far geographical distance from those 

who are supposed to follow them (Brunsson and Jacobsson, 2000b). Direct control 

that comes from owning the different steps of production is therefore not necessary 

with the use of standards, according to Ponte and Gibbon (2005). Instead, a hands-off 

form of coordination is made possible. We argue that the example with the traceabil-

ity form points out that the producers of the standards would benefit from fully 

understanding the reality of the actors that should follow the standards. 

 

Sometimes farmers learn to use production methods from their neighbors or older 

generations in their families, instead of listening to the advice given by local authori-

ties, research institutes or NGOs (Professor). This indicates possible barriers among 

farmers to take in new practices in line with a standard. As Keesing and Lall (1992, in 

Gereffi et al., 2005) state, requirements placed on actors found in developing coun-

tries by the export market tend to lead to a gap between the capabilities required and 

those capabilities currently in place among the producers. The knowledge among 

some actors in relation to food safety and consequences of different uses of methods 

can thus be seen to not always be in line with those presented by the export market 

such as the EU. Lacking knowledge connected to both literacy and farming practices 

could therefore have an effect on how well standards are implemented in this value 

chain.  
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5.5 SUMMARIZING THE ANALYSIS 

In this thesis we have set out to answer the research question: How can a value chain 

be coordinated using standards? To do so we have looked at how standards are 

implemented and managed in the value chain of shrimp and prawns in Bangladesh, as 

we believe it to be a good way of capturing how standards actually functions in the 

chain. The analysis shows that actors are aware of the standards and requirements that 

come with them, and that investments have been made to comply with these. 

 

However, despite the efforts to comply with the standards and requirements that 

started almost 20 years ago, problems still persist. Our analysis shows two dominant 

reasons. First of all, we show that not all actors have the will to follow standards as 

they do not see the immediate financial benefit or as it is not perceived natural to act 

according to with the standards. Secondly, the governing body, the Department of 

Fisheries, is said not to have enough resources to meet the demand for control in 

terms of for example testing the products at different steps of the chain. They have 

neither been able to spread the information sufficiently nor educate enough farmers 

and other actors, which mean that some actors lack the knowledge needed to success-

fully follow the standards. Further, some actors do not have the financial capability to 

follow the standards, for example to buy high quality feed that complies with the 

requirements. 

 

To sum up, it seems that hurdles are commonplace throughout the chain which makes 

successful implementation of standards difficult.  The answer to the research question 

is therefore that standards can only coordinate a value chain when successfully imple-

mented. Lack of will (financial or cultural) and lack of ability (financial- and human 

resources and knowledge) among actors to follow a standard are identified as im-

portant obstacles to a successful coordination. 
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6. DISCUSSION 

In Chapter 5 we presented our reasoning to why a standard has yet to be successfully 

implemented in the value chain of shrimp and prawns in Bangladesh. The analysis 

did for example throw light on the will and the ability to follow a standard. This sec-

tion will elaborate further on these answers and what the consequences might be. 

6.1 BANGLADESH AS A DEVELOPING COUNTRY 

Not all actors may want to follow a standard. Despite this, the delivery of a high qual-

ity product in line with European standards is dependent on the effort and trust among 

all actors responsible in the value chain. Respondents reveal that they rely on the ac-

tions of other actors to comply with the standards and maintain a high level of food 

safety Unethical activities such as push and sales of low quality PL and feed are all 

examples of this. If the quality deteriorates somewhere in the chain the whole indus-

try will suffer and cause a so-called ‘domino effect’. If contamination of the products 

are found this would cause a loss of income both short-term, as payments gets can-

celled due to the ‘debt’ payment system, but also long-term where the export market 

might place another ban that would lead to a loss of income for the actors in the 

chain. The risk of a ‘domino effect’ to take place should then be the reason why ac-

tors ought to have the will to follow the standard. But, from our findings we conclude 

that in some steps of the chain there seem to be actors who do not care about the ef-

fects of their wrongdoings on other people in the chain despite damaging conse-

quences such as economic loss for individuals but also the country as large. The rea-

son behind a domino effect could also be that actors lack the ability take part in a so-

called diffusion 

 

Concerning the ability to follow a standard, Brunsson and Jacobsson (2000b) say that 

standards are made to work for a large number of actors, some who might not have 

access to the same resources and capabilities as others. The question then becomes 

one of how Bangladeshi actors who are short on resources and capabilities can live up 

to EU requirements. One can argue that Bangladesh with its widespread poverty, 

struggles to fully implement standards and shows sign of immunity to the spread of 
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both product- and process standards. In agreement with Brunsson (2000b) we argue 

that actors’ lack of financial resources inevitably ‘protect’ them from full 

implementation despite being exposed to standards. Thus, implementing and living 

up to the standards have proven rather difficult, which implies that coordinating a 

value chain using standards can indeed be challenging in the setting of this study. 

6.2 STANDARDS AS AGREEMENT AND STANDARDS AS DICTATE 

Further, according to Brunsson and Jacobsson (2000a; 2000b), standards are said to 

be voluntary, however the degree of this could still vary. For example, customers 

have power to reduce the degree of voluntariness when they only want to purchase 

products that comply with certain standards. This would then represent standards 

similar to directives. Using a standard as a form of directive, or to dictate, is different 

to a standard that could be seen more like a voluntary agreement between actors. In 

the analysis, we argue that standards placed by the EU in the value chain in Bangla-

desh show similar traits to a dictate.  

 

Even though this study has not included an extensive discussion on the exchange of 

money, we can conclude that this debate would benefit from opening up a dialogue 

between the creators of standards (the EU) and the producers of shrimp and prawns. 

A dialogue that also includes discussions on producers’ demands, might shift the way 

standards function, away from standards as a dictate to standards build on agreements 

between actors. One can speculate whether actors would be more eager to follow the 

requirements, if compliance would be rewarded by higher price of the products. For a 

large number of actors involved, some which not have been mentioned in the study, 

their situation could benefit from a discussion on price. We question whether the 

price that consumers pay is enough to cover resources needed to follow the require-

ments, and on this note we suggest a wider discussion on the winners and losers in 

the global economy.  

 

The next section will discuss possible consequences to our findings. 
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6.3 FROM GLOBAL-TO NATIONAL VALUE CHAINS 

In Chapter 2, this thesis argues that when looking to manage complexity in a chain 

there are different possibilities: for example, through complete ownership of the 

production and direct control (hierarchical form of coordination), or through a more 

hands-off approach where control is establish at a distance (through standards). Our 

findings show that many of the respondents feel that unless the chain would be short-

ened, it has to be regulated better (e.g. Buyer Agent).  

 

At this moment, a small town in Sweden is playing the lead role in a new initiative 

that has the potential of substantially reducing the number of steps in the value chain 

of shrimp and prawns. Beginning in 2015, a pilot project is underway with the aim to 

start production of tiger shrimp in Sweden. Matilda Olstorpe, CEO at Vegafish, en-

sures that together with the frozen food brand Findus, the production in Bjuv will 

combine a form of production under controlled conditions together with sustainable 

production methods (Findus, 2014). Not only does this form of value chain reduce the 

risk of contamination by using feed without antibiotics, it also solves problems be-

sides food safety, such as minimizing the negative impact on the environment with 

reduced transportation, waste heat recovery etc. In addition, it exemplifies a form of 

coordination close to a hierarchical form, such as explained by Gereffi et al. (2005), 

where the production is brought back to the export market. The chain has thus shifted 

from a Global Value Chain to a national value chain. The project run by Findus and 

Vegafish demonstrates a possible consequence to the findings in which the lead firm 

decides to achieve a greater control over the production.  

6.4 CONTRIBUTIONS, LIMITATIONS AND FURTHER RESEARCH 

Through a case study, we attempt to shed some light on possible barriers regarding 

implementation of standards in a value chain, where compliance with standards could 

prove difficult when there are limited resources or when actors lack the will to com-

ply with the requirements. We believe that scholars have been too restrictive in their 

understanding of how standards can be used to coordinate Global Value Chains. In 

line with Nadvi (2008), we argue that especially standards’ impact on individuals 

further down the chain has been relatively neglected within the literature. By studying 



 

 

 

40 

the individuals, we have been able to shed light on hurdles to a successful 

implementation that also increase our understanding of how standards can be used to 

coordinate. Through combining understandings from both the GVC literature on 

value chains with studies on the implementation of standards, we have attempted to 

bridge these two fields.  

 

We also attempt to raise the discussion on standards as a means of agreement be-

tween actors and standards as a form of dictate. As we have just briefly started to 

investigate the way the GVC literature looks at standards through an empirical study, 

this opens up for suggestions for further research. We suggest a conceptual study 

addressing standards as means of coordinating a value chain that builds on the notion 

of also addressing the critical question of winners and losers in the global economy. 

In addition we also point to new opportunities currently being displayed, with the 

value chain taking a form of coordination closer to a hierarchy, as exemplified by a 

pilot project in Sweden.  

  

This thesis has certain limitations. First of all, our sample consists of individuals who 

we assume are quite informed. Less informed respondents might have led us to pre-

sent some steps of the chain as less aware of standards and what they ask of them, but 

we do not assume that this has any greater implications for our findings. Further, it 

only looks at one type of value chain. Hence, implementation of standards in a value 

chain that involves another product, or a chain located in developed countries might 

yield different findings. Thirdly, Bangladesh has faced criticism for its high level of 

corruption and political pressure. Such aspects could impact on how well the attempt 

for regulatory control actually work, and future studies could therefore analyze a 

country without such problems. Nevertheless, this thesis should be seen as an attempt 

to explain how standards can be used to coordinate a GVC. 

 

Further, standards can also apply to social- and environmental concerns, such as the 

effects of production on the external environment and Fair Trade. While these are 

interesting issues that undoubtedly need more focus, we have for this thesis decided 
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to focus on standards in relation to food safety. Studies in the future could therefore 

analyze other standards and how these are implemented in the chain.  
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7. CONCLUDING REMARKS 

In a world where the geographical distance between producer and consumer has in-

creased, and the steps from ‘pond to plate’ are many, the choices on how to coordi-

nate a value chain are numerous. Scholars have seen a wide spectrum ranging from a 

hierarchical form of coordination to one where market based relations are present. 

Today, increased demands are placed on the Global Value Chains, for example those 

related to food safety. The implementation and monitoring of standards, such as those 

including EU requirements, has in theory been argued to make coordination less diffi-

cult and help manage complexity. The present thesis has analyzed the value chain of 

shrimp and prawns in Bangladesh, guided by our research question on how a value 

chain can be coordinated using standards. To answer this question we have investi-

gated how standards are implemented in the chain. The results indicate that standards 

currently see multiple barriers to a successful implementation. Our findings reveal 

that there is shortage of resources to ensure knowledge and compliance with stand-

ards. Further, actors depend on one another in order to live up to the standards, and 

ignorance or wrongdoings by one actor can harm the whole chain and lead to a so-

called ‘domino effect’. The current GVC framework lacks an element to explain and 

take into consideration possible hurdles to how standards can be used to coordinate a 

chain. By unpacking the chain, giving voice to the individual actors and studying the 

implications that standards have on these actors, we hope that we have contributed to 

a greater understanding of this particular chain and that it serves as an inspiration for 

further studies. 
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APPENDIX 1 

INTERVIEW GUIDE 

1. Name 
2. How many years have you been in the business? 
3. Have you had any previous business? 
4. Can you tell us about your business/work? 

 

5. Who do you believe has the most power in the value chain? 
6. What affects the price of the product when you buy/sell? Why? 
7. Who decides the price of the product? 
8. Is there anything that is important in addition to the price of the product in 

order for you to run your business? (we were fishing for other values like food 
safety, environmental concern, concern for the community etc., with an open 
question) 

 
9. What do you think is a high quality product? 
10. Would you say that there is a correlation between quality and price? 
11. What affects the quality of the product? 
12. When buying and selling the product, how is quality evaluated? 
13. Who decides what a high quality product is? 
14. How do you communicate the level of quality to the buyer of your products? 
15. What are your thoughts on the customer demands such as food safety? 

  
16. Can you tell us about the SEAT workshop that you attended in 2012?  
17. What are your thoughts about the workshop? 
18. Has the workshop changed your thoughts/practical work about your business?  
19. What are your thoughts about bringing all the stakeholders together? 
20. Has your partnership with the other steps in the value chain changed since the 

workshop?  
21. What are your thoughts on the fact that participants of the workshop had the 

opportunity to write comments to be sent to the EU? 
 

22. Is there anything else you want to share with us? 
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APPENDIX 2 

LIST	  OF	  WORKSHOP	  PARTICIPANTS	  
PARTICIPANT	   GROUP ID	   OCCUPATIONAL ID	   CLUSTER	  
1	   Shrimp	  Farmer	   	   Paikgacha	  village	  
2	   Prawn	  Farmer	   	   Parboirjapa	  
3	   Shrimp	  Farmer	   	   Bassakhali	  
4	   Shrimp	  Farmer	   	   Bassakhali	  
5	   Prawn	  farmer	   Owner	  farmer	   Dhopakhola	  
6	   Prawn	  farmer	   Owner	  farmer	   Dhopakhola	  
7	   Prawn	  farmer	   Owner	  farmer	   Dhopakhola	  
8	   Prawn	  farmer	   Owner	  farmer	   Dhopakhola	  
9	   Prawn	  farmer	   Owner	  farmer	   Dhopakhola	  
10	   Prawn	  farmer	   Owner	  farmer	   Dhopakhopla	  

11	   Shrimp	  and	  prawn	  
farmers	   Owner	  farmer	  &	  village	  doctor	   Shovna	  

12	   Shrimp	  and	  prawn	  
farmers	   Owner	  farmer	  and	  mechanic	   Shovna	  

13	   Shrimp	  and	  prawn	  
farmers	   Owner	  farmer	   Shovna	  

14	   Shrimp	  and	  prawn	  
farmers	   Owner	  farmer	   Shovna	  

15	   Shrimp	  and	  prawn	  
farmers	   Owner	  farmer	   Gutudia	  

16	   Shrimp	  and	  prawn	  
farmers	   Owner	  	   Gutudia	  

17	   Shrimp	  and	  prawn	  
farmers	   	   Gutudia	  

18	   Shrimp	  and	  prawn	  
farmers	   Shopkeeper	   Gutudia	  

19	   DoF	   Senior	  Upazila	  fisheries	  officer	   Khulna	  City	  
20	   FIQC	   Deputy	  Director	   Dumuria	  Upazila	  
21	   FIQC	   Microbiologist	   Khulna	  City	  

22	   BFFEA	   Director	  (one	  of	  16	  national	  
directors)	   Khulna	  City	  

23	   Khulna	  University	   Professor	  Dept.	  of	  fisheries	  and	  
marine	  science	   Khulna	  City	  

24	   UNIDO	   National	  expert	  social	  compliance	   Khulna	  City	  
25	   Shushilon	  NGO	   	   	  
26	   Rupsha	  Golda	  Hatchery	   Owner	  and	  partner	   	  
27	   CSO	  ACI	  ltd.	   	   	  
28	   Uttara	  Feed	   	   Jessore	  
29	   Uttara	  Feed	   	   Jessore	  
30	   	   	   	  
31	   	   	   	  
32	   	   	   	  
33	   	   	   Mostafa	  Chatal	  
34	   	   	   Islam	  nogor	  	  fish	  

35	   Owner	   	  
Bismillah	  fish,	  Mostofa	  
Chatal	  

36	   	   	   Islam	  nogor	  	  fish	  
37	   	   	   Lota	  khamer	  
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38	   	   	   Meghla	  fish	  

39	   Religious	  Leader	   	  
Imam	  +	  Teacher	  of	  
Madrasa	  

40	   Purohit	   	   Hindu	  Poruhit	  
41	   UP	  member	   	   Dhopakhola	  
42	   School	  Teachers	   	   Dhopakhola	  
43	   School	  Teachers	   	   Dhopakhola	  
44	   Freedom	  Fighter	   	   Dhopakhola	  
45	   	   	   	  
46	   Daily	  Kaler	  Kontho	   Staff	  reporter	   Daily	  Kaler	  Kontho	  
47	   	   	   	  
48	   PL	  Supplier/	  Depot	   	   Paikgacha	  
49	   Teacher	   	   Dhopakhopla	  
50	   Prawn	  farmer	   	   Dhopakhopla	  
51	   	   	   Paikgacha	  

 


