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~6~~&'1- U.S. Trout Aquaculture: A Market Overview 

Americans have been eating 

trout f or thousands of years, 

Long before Europealls arrived 

in the new world As wild trout 

stocks became less abundant, 

people began to produce f arm-

raised trout to meet consumer 

demand The trout farming 

busiuess is now scattered across 

the United States. 

Tbe demand f or fish aud 

she!((ish in general is i!lcrec1sing 

because many consumers uiew 

these products as hea/1~}1. 

Witbin tbefisb and sbellfish 

market. competition is intense. 

Tbe demand f or some products, 

such as.farm-raised ca(j'isb. bas 

grown. while trout demand 

bas not. 

The trout industry markets its 

products in em evercbangi ng 

Consumer Demand 

The Food Basket 

Food consumption has changed 
during the past 20 years. Per capita 
consumption of all food by 
Americans increased about 10 
percem from 1970 to 1992. 
Americans are eating more food and 
the combination of food on the 
plate is changing as we become 
more concerned about health and 
diet issues. Consumption of 
breakfast cereals, bakery goods, 
pasta entrees, salad entrees, Mexican 
dishes, and stir-fry meat and 
vegetable dishes has increased. 

Meat is becoming less common as 
a main entree, and is often used in 
mixtures with other foods. 
Vegetables, fruits, nms, and grains 
are all gaining importance in the 
daily diet. Crop products enjoyed a 
16 percem increase in consumption 
while animal products consumption 
gained only 1 percent from 1970 10 
1992 Consumption of canned 
vegetables, dry beans, and coffee 
decreased (Putnam and Allshouse 
1993). 

Crop Consumption 

marketplace. Tbe purpose of this Consumption of crop-based foods 
has incre-ased 16 percenr since the 

publication is to discuss trends early 1970s. More th~1n half of the 
incre-ase between 1970 and 1992 

and market researcb that occurred after 1984. By 1992, fruit 
consumption had risen 25 percenr, 

describe tbe current market. fresh vegetable consumption 23 

ONIV£liS' IY Of I . UB ~~ 

percent, grain consumption 37 
percenl, but refined sugar consump
tion decreased 55 percent. 

Increases in rwo-income and 
single heads of households have 
created a need for healthy yet 
convenient foods. Nearly 60 percem 
of women work ourside the home 
and nearly 25 percent of households 
are headed by singles. Th is 1rend 
has favored fresh fruits, vegetables, 
and bakery goods consumption. 

A 1986 survey by rhe Benjamin 
Company published in Supermarket 
Business asked consumers which 
foods they expected to buy more 
often during the next 3 or 4 years. 
The leading response was fresh 
vegetables (60 percent), followed by 
salads (59 percent ). and fresh fruit 
(58 percent). 

A Food Marketing lnstilllte 
survey indicated thar the produce 
department is the number one 
factor consumers consider when 
selecting a grocery store (California 
Vegetable Review 1985). 

Typical produce departments 
handled 65 items in 1975: rhey now 
handle more than 220 irems. 
Consumers have shown through 
!heir purchases they want greater 
variety and are willing to pay for 
more diversity and qualiry. Larger 
ethnic populations and imports 
during the northern hemisphere's 
off-season also have played a role. 

3 
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Meat Consumption 

Animal product consumption was 
stable from 1970 to 1992 (USDA 
Statistical Bulletin 825). Although 
total consumption was the same, 
consumers made some imporrant 
changes in selection. Foods 
considered higher in fat or 
cholesterol, like red mears, whole 
milk, eggs, and butter, lost sales. 
Foods such as poultry, fish. and low
far dairy products, increased in sales 
(fig. 1). 

Health concerns and population 
demographics contributed to the 
changes in meat consumption 
patterns. The population of the 
United States has aged and 
minorities have increased as a share 
of total population; both of these 
groups tend to eat more fish and 
shellfish. 

Beef consumption declined 16.8 
pounds per capita between 1970 and 
1992 to its lowest level since the 
early 1960s. Pork consumption, 
called ''the orher white meat" by 
advenisers, held steady at about 47 
pounds per capita for the period 
although it exhibited several cyclic 
swings. Poultry consumption 
increased steadily; per capita 
consumption nearly doubled from 
1970 to 1992, rising from 34 pounds 
to 60 pounds. 

Fish Consumption and 
Production 

Fish and hellfish consumption in 
the United States peaked il11987 at 
16.1 pounds per person (Putnam 
1991). The 14.7 pounds consumed in 
1992, however, was still21 percent 
higher than in the early 1970s. 
Finfish consumption was 6.0 pounds 
per capita in 1992 Fish consumption 
increased even though prices for 
fish and shellfish rose considerably 
faster than prices for most other 
food commodities, including red 
meat and poultry. 

Most of the growth in fish 
consumption occurred in the fresh 
and frozen fish a11d shellfish 
segments of the market. Canned 
seafood product consumption also 
rose slightly (4 percent) bur the 
demand for cured fish products 
dropped 25 percent. Canned tuna 
consumption rose 46 percent from 
24 pounds i11 the early 1970s to 3.5 
pounds in 1992 Health concerns 
played an imporrant role in higher 
consumer demand for fish and 
shell fish products. 

The fish and shellfish industries 
have relatively linle data on 
production and consumption of 
individual species. Since fish and 
shellfish consumption has been 
small compared to dominant meats 

like beef and poultry, collecting fish 
data may be a lower priority with 
the U.S. Department of Agriculture. 
Comparisons between domestically 
farmed fish (e.g, trout, catfish) and 
commercially caught fish (e.g, 
salmon, tuna, halibut) are difficult 
with regards to market share or 
substirurability. More data would 
help determine the relative 
importance of the fish and shellfish 
market as a whole and by individual 
species. 

Aqu.aculture and tbe 
Catfish Industry 

The U.S. aquacultme industry 
encompasses production of a wide 
variety of species, including finfish 
such as tilapia, catfish, trout, aod 
salmon, but also includes mollusks 
(e.g, oysters, clams), crawfish, and 
even alligators. Although the sectors 
of the aquaculture industry have 
basic differences, the trout industry 
may benefit from studying other 
aquaculture industr ies. The catfish 
industry is of special interest not 
only because of irs rapid expansion 
in the 1980s but because production 
and sales data are available from rhe 
USDA. The catfish industry has 
grown in both production and 
markets. As with other aquaculture 
sectors, profitability and the 

Fig.l. U.S. per capita consumption: Red meat, poultry, and fish. 

70 72 74 76 78 80 

Year 
82 84 86 88 90 92 

Source: Food 
Consumption, 
Prlces, and 
Expendittu·es, 
Statistical 
Bulletin 867. 



indu try's future depend on 
balancing expanding production 
with new markets. 

In 1992, catfish growers sold more 
than 450 million pound of catfish 
to processors. This was an increase 
of 17 percem and followed an 8 
percent increase in 1991. Sales to 
processors grew nearly 1,000 percent 
berween 1980 and 1992 (U DA 
Aquaculture ituation and Outlook 
Report 1992). 

The fillets segmem of the catfish 
market has shown the greatest 
growth in recent years. From 1989 
to 1992, frozen and fresh catfish 
fillets sales grew 39 percent by 
volume. In 1992, fresh and frozen 
fillet sales were 40,425,000 and 
71.536,000 pounds respectively. 
Fillers constituted 40 percent of 
sales by volume and 54 percent of 
processor revenues. 

The whole fish share of the 
catfish market has decreased. In 
1987. whole fish sales were 44 
percent of total volume; that 
percentage fell w 31 in 1992 The 
volume of frozen whole catfish sold 
increased but was offset by the 
relatively poor sales of fresh whole 
fish. Revenues from whole catfish 
were 22 percent of the total in 1991. 

The sales volume of other catfish 
products increased more than 50 
percent from 1987 to 1992 In 1992, 
frozen product were about 75 
percent of other sales. 

The frozen share of the catfish 
market increased slightly from 1987 
to 1992, growing from 52 percent to 
57 percent. Frozen catfish revenues 
were $279 million in 1992 compared 
to $184 million for fresh catfish. 
One reason frozen catfish have an 
increased market share may be 
because frozen fish are easier to 
handle and retain quality longer. 
Both attributes are important 
concerns, especially for the food 
service sector. 

Trends and Concerns 

Demand 

Although the annual con ump
tion of fi h and shellfish slowed 
from 1987 to 1992, the 9 percent 
drop (1.4 pounds) (Putnam and 
Allshouse 1993) probably reflected 

the high prices compared to poultry 
and some concern over tighter 
budgets in a sluggish economy. The 
US. population is generally 
continuing to spend more on food 
away from home, although 
recessions may temporarily reduce 
that spending. Fish and shellfish are 
still popular items when dining out 

Convenience will conrinue being 
important to consumers and fresh 
and fresh-frozen fish products will 
gain market shares. Whole fish, 
however, will be displaced by more 
highly processed items that can be 
easily prepared by busy consumers. 
and will be combined with other 
foods in many dishes. As meat is 
used Jess as the main emree and 
more as a component of the main 
di h. demand for fish should 
increase. 

Fish are low in fat and 
cholesterol )'et still represent a good 
protein source. Some seafood items 
are good source of omega-3 fatty 
acids, thought to lo\Yer cholesterol 
levels. These attributes reinforce 
consumers' favorable impression of 
seafood. 

Greater demand for fresh fruits. 
fresh vegetables. fi h, and shellfish 
will likely continue as 1 orth 
Americans become more health 
conscious. Ethnic groups are an 
increasingly important market 
segment with a desire for diverse 
produce items. Health and diet 
issues are of concern £O all age and 
ethnic groups. As the babyboomers 
age, they will continue the food 
consumption trends established in 
the mid·l970s. Healthy, more easily 
prepared fresh foods that are 
considered low in fat and 
cholesterol will increase in 
popularity. 

Food Safety 

North Americans are more 
concerned about food safety than 
people in most other nation~ The 
inspection system that helps a ure 
quality food from crops and animal 
productS does not exist for the fish 
and shellfish indu try. Inspection is 
voluntary; it is not consistent aero 
all players in the industry. Federal 
legislation may change this practice 
within a few years. 

A 1992 study hy the Consumer 
Union showing high levels of 
contamination in fish and shellfish 
may hasten mandatory inspection. 
Although trout was not included, 
the study involved several finfish a~ 
well a shellfish. Bacterial 
contamination, PCBs, mercury, and 
other highly toxic chemicals were 
found at extreme level in many 
cases. For example, 90 percent of 
the swordfish tested had mercury 
contamination (Consumer Reports 
1992). 

One problem resulting from these 
findings and other such studies is 
that consumers do not distinguish 
between types of fish to the same 
exrem that they do with other 
products, such as beef and poultry. 
Trout may be far less likely to 
suffer from the type of 
contamination detected in the study 
but could wind up being tarred 
with the same bru h. 

The Trout lttdttStry 

Trout have been fanned in the 
United tares since the late 1800s. 
Rainbow trout, the mo t widely 
produced species, have been raised 
commerciaJiy since the e-arly 1900s. 
Initially, farmed trout were used 
primarily 10 restock trout streams. 
Today. the majority of farm-raised 
trout is processed and marketed to 
both retail and restaurant markets. 

The production side of trout 
farming has received most of the 
indu try's time and resources over 
the years. Both public and private 
rese-archers have introduced great 
improvements to trout production 
technology. Disease and predators, 
however, continue to plague the 
industry. 

5 
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~larketing aspect· of the trout 
indu try have rec~ived less 
auention. Over time. production 
incre-Jsed with little planning given 
to marketing the incre-Jst-'<.1 output. 
~ larketing may have ~med to take 
care of itself. a characteristic similar 
to other traditional agriculture 
industries. With increased 
competition, however. marketing 
becomes more vital. 

Preseming information on trout 
indu try grO\nh over time is 
difficult due primarily to a lack of 
accurate data. Only recently did 
state and federal governments begin 
collecting data on the trout industry. 
The USDA has published an ;tnnual 
Trout Production survey since 1988. 
A similar industry survey was 
performed in 1981, but the data 
collection methods were different. 
Therefore. caution should be used in 
making direct comp-Jrison.., between 
the 1981 survey and tho.se taken in 
recent years. Even r(.'Ct'nt surveys 

vary slightly in the data and the 
states pre:-.ented. 

lndustr} characterbtics and 
Structure also make gathering data 
difficult. Competition within the 
industry has not been conducive to 
openness or sharing production 
information. In addition. the wide 
geographic distribution of industry 
members. their varying interests. and 
the lack of a strong marketing 
organization add to the problem. 

The industry's trade organization, 
the United States Trout Farmers 
Association (l), TFA). has not 
maintained a well·focust-'d 
marketing program. The association 
organized <I promotion council in 
the 1980s with th~ purpose of 
promoting trout consumption in the 
United 'tates. Promotion wa 
originally funded through 
contributions from f~ manu· 
facturers and later through a 
checkoff (production-based 
assessment) plan. The programs 

Table 1. Number of trout operations by state, 1988-1993. 

State 1988 

California 31 

Colorado 34 

Georgia 11 

Idaho 38 

Michigan 43 

Missouri 10 

NewYork 37 

North Carolina 82 

Oregon 27 

Pennsylvania 46 

Tennessee 15 

Utah 9 

Virginia 25 

Washington 32 

Wisconsin 78 

Other 

Total 518 

a Included with other. 

Year 
1989 1990 

24 25 

33 28 

9 8 

24 25 

43 46 

12 13 

41 41 

75 75 

33 32 

39 38 

14 12 

10 8 

27 23 

34 37 

51 50 

469 461 

1991 

a 

26 

a 

25 

41 

12 

36 

68 

31 

43 

11 

7 

26 

34 

61 

33 

454 

Source: Trout Production, National Agricultural Statistics Service, USDA. 

1992 1993 ---
23 

33 

a 

30 

54 

14 

37 

68 

26 

45 

13 

a 

26 

32 

48 

12 

27 

30 

a 

33 

49 

12 

39 

71 

25 

39 

a 

9 

27 

30 

48 

18 

461 457 

were voluntary and promotional 
budgets were too small to 
effecti\'t:~ly carry our rhe council's 
goals. The main objective of the 
U, TFA and the council today is to 
represent the trout industry in 
legislative and regulatory issues. 

Production and Sales 

Farm-raised trout are produced in 
·15 of the 50 swtes. The largest 
concentration of trout operations i-; 
in onh Carolina. Of the tatcs 
included in the U DA survey. there 
appears to be a trend towards fewer 
trout operations. Table 1 shows the 
changes in the number of 
operations in rhe surveyed states 
from 1988 through 1993. 

In the USDA surveys, farmed 
trout fall into four categories baS(:!d 
on fish size and stages of growth: 
foodsize, stockers. fingerlings, and 
egg:,. Foodsize trout sales accounted 
for the greatest share of sales in 199j 
with 79 percent. .tocker followed 
with 10 percent, eggs with 9 percent, 
and fingerlings with 1 percent of 
total sales. 

Idaho trout production was 
estimated at 40 million pounds in 
1991. Growers in a smaU are-J in 
southern Idaho produce a majorit}' 
of the trout farmed in the United 
'tates, dominating foodsize 
production. Idaho producers 
account for 73 percent of foodsize 
trolll by weight and accounted for 
52 percent of foodsize sales. Table 2 
shows the number of pounds and 
the value of foodsize sale in 1992 
and 1993. according to U DA figures. 
After Idaho, other major foodsize 
trout producers are California, 'onh 
Carolina, Pennsylvania, and Utah. 

Pennsylvania, Colorado. and 
Washington are the major producers 
of stocker trout. Figures show 
Colorado, Michigan, onh Carolina, 
and Washington with the highest 
trout fingerlings sales. 

Marketing Channels 

The marketing chain begins with 
grower They vary from ·mall 
independent producer to large 
integrated firms that also carry out 
other marketing functions. 
Following harvest, trout are 



processed into an exJYanding variety 
of products ranging from traditional 
whole dressed fi h to boneless fillet 
to smoked trout and pates. 

Wholesalers and distributors, 
with varying degrees of 
specialization, are the next step in 
the marketing chain. As with orher 
perishable products, how whole
salers and distributors handle 
processed trout is critical to product 
quality when it reaches the 
consumer. Processor sometimes 
work with broker who find buyers 
and then phone orders to the 
processor. Other processors think 
brokers are too expensive to use. 

Processors can sell directly to 
wholesalers and distributors or to 
individual restaurant and retailers. 
They may choose to work with a 
combination of buyers: processed 
trout may pa through the hands of 
several wholesalers and distributors 
berore reaching the final retailer or 
rood service establishment. 

Trout accounts for only a small 
share of business for most 
middlemen. Large processors may 
strive for greater control over 
quality and timeliness by owning 
cold storage in important marketing 
regions and by suppl ying 
transportation. 

Using brands is a common way 
to differentiate one company's 
products from another company. 
Processors may incorporate 
company brands in their packaging, 
but it is common for wholesalers 
and distributors to repackage trout 
to meet buyer needs, eliminating the 
name of the original processor. At 
the retail level, fish counters rarely 
display brand name . Building 
brand recognition or consumer 
loyalty in these circumstances is 
difficult 

The U DA 1993 Trout Production 
survey shows processors, fee and 
recreation fishing, and the restaurant 
and retail trade as the major outlets 
for foodsize trout (table 3). 

Fee and recreation fishing 
includes sports club and pay lake 
where club member or the general 
public catch their own trout. 
Restaurant and retail outlets offer a 

Table 2. Foodsize trout: Sales, n umber, weight, and value; 
September 1, 1992- August 31 , 1993. 

State 

CA 

co 
GA 

Number of fish 
(thousands) 

1992 1993 
2,450 2,756 

305 397 
a a 

Total pounds sold 
(thousands) 

1992 199! 
2,270 2,955 

310 349 
a a 

Total value of 
sales 

(1,000s of dollars) 
1992 ,. 

4,053 5,408 

740 790 
a a 

ID 50,000 47,000 41,500 40,000 27,805 28,000 

Ml 

MO 
NY 
NC 

OR 

PA 

TN 

UT 
VA 

WA 

WI 

Other 

680 

581 

130 

3,343 

420 

1,501 

336 
a 

1,042 

246 

a Included with other. 

610 

715 

126 

3,421 

365 

1,424 
a 

1,680 

1,086 

342 

586 

600 

578 

106 

3,894 

400 

1.445 

316 
a 

969 

222 

374 

570 

613 

114 

4,244 

335 

1,417 
a 

1,869 

951 

277 

509 

1,550 

1,054 

423 

5,027 

740 

2,933 

644 
a 

1,834 

437 

1,008 

1,370 

1,267 

443 
5,523 

650 

3,404 
a 

2,739 

1,849 

524 

1,418 

2,255 439 2,710 924 

55,239 54,642 50,958 54,30t 

Source: Trout Production, National Agricultural Statistics Service, USDA, 
September 1992 and October 1993. 

----
1.79 1.83 

2.39 2.26 
a a 

0.67 0.70 

2.58 2.40 

1.82 2.07 

3.99 3.89 

1.29 1.30 

1.85 1.94 

2.03 2.40 

2.04 2.04 
a a 

1.89 1.47 

1.97 1.94 

2.70 2.79 

1.20 2.10 

a.t2 0.99 

Table 3. Foodsize trout: Percent sold by outlet type; 
Se ptembe r 1, 1992- August 31 , 1993. 

Live Fee/rec. Other Direct to Pro- Rest. & 
State haulers fishing producers Govt. consumer cessors retail Other 

% % % % % % % % 

CA 
co 
GA 

ID 

Ml 

MO 
NY 
NC 

OR 

PA 

TN 

UT 

VA 
WA 

WI 

Other 

Wt. avg. 

12 

9 
a 

0 

31 

2 

0 

3 

13 

2 
a 

4 

6 

28 

3 

8 

3 

a Included with other. 

85 

83 
a 

1 

35 

54 

31 

0 

13 

50 
a 

12 

32 

34 

22 

12 

19 

a 

0 

4 

14 

3 

5 

2 
a 

a 

6 

13 

12 

5 

9 

3 

0 

a 

0 

0 

4 

2 

0 

0 

0 
a 

0 

0 

2 

0 

0 

0 

3 
a 

0 

2 

2 

31 

2 

0 

6 

a 

3 

7 

2 

1 

2 

0 

0 
a 

98 

15 

9 

0 

70 

44 
a 

a 

7 

32 

18 

13 

29 

63 

1 

3 
a 

13 

15 

32 

20 

28 

2 
a 

45 

10 

3 

55 

41 

9 

0 

0 
a 

0 

0 

0 

0 

0 

0 

a 

23 

0 

2 

0 

0 

7 
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Ma rkeli ng fish and shell f ish d i1·ectly 

way to market troll! directly, 
bypassing eli tribuwrs and 
\vholesalers. Other outlets in the 
survey include live-hauler . other 
producers. the government, and 
directly to consumers. 

Market Characteristics 

The trout indu try has developed 
around regional advantages. uch as 
natural resources. There are basic 
differences in the way trout is 
processed and marketed in Idaho as 
compared to other regions of the 
United tares. Idaho has the water 
resources necessary for trout 
production but i distanr from major 
population center . The Idaho trout 
indu try has an advantage in terms 
of volume and efficiencies of scale; 
one key to its success is having a 
large volume of fish available to 
cu tamer throughout the re-ar. 
Buyers prefer a table supply and a 
known quality. These circum
stances have favored the 
developmem and the need for 
markets throughout the country, 
sometimes affecting other region 

About 25 percent of Idaho trout 
are raised by independenr gro•.vers 
with small operations. These 

growers contract with a processor 
that usually supplies them with 
fingerling and feed Grower are 
responsible for the facilities. water. 
and labor. Some processors choose 
to produce all or most or the trout 
they handle themselves. 

The most triking characteri tic of 
the industr}' in Idaho i it level of 
concentration and integration; three 
firms :1ccount for about 80 percem 
of Idaho trout proce sing. The 
industry leader, Clear prings of 
Buhl, Idaho. has integrated all 
aspect of production, processing, 
and marketing ranging from inputs, 
such as eggs and feed, to 
tran porting the final product to 
market. Other processor do not 
have the ame level of integration; 
however, they also produce, process, 
and market their O\\'n trout. 

The Idaho indu try serve 
markets throughout the country. 
.\fearly all market promotion is done 
by the large processors. Clear 
prings has the most comprehensive 

promotional program in the 
industry. This firm promotes trout 
at all le,•el of the marketing chain 
with information about product 
styles. handling, and preparation. 

Small trout operation 

Clear Springs trout runs 

Processing is an important market 
aspect in other regions as well: 
however. other regions have access 
to market outlets that the Idaho 
industry ha:. difficulty accessing. In 
1991. 98 percent of Idaho produc
tion went to processors. orrh 
Carolina and \X'ashington were the 
only other states with more than 
half of foodsize trout production 
sold to processors (72 percent and 
66 percent respectively). In some 
tares. growers didn't use processors 

at all. Colorado grower sold 
heavily to fee and recreational 
fishing outlets (83 percent) while 
direct sales to the restaurant and 
retail trade were important tO 
growers in Wisconsin and Utah. 

either state was as dependent on 
one outlet type as Idaho. lr should 
be noted that the percentage of 
Idaho production going to 
processors wa very con istent 
throughout the survey period. Most 
other states surveyed show much 
more variability in the outlets used. 

Other regions generally do not 
haYe the quantity or quality of 
natural resource to compete with 
Idaho on a nationwide basis in the 
processed market. Growers formed 



Siz ing trou l 

A m eal away from hom e 

cooperatives in some regions to help 
market their products. However, 
most of these cooperatives have not 
been able to establish effecti ve 
marketing programs. Trout 
producers in most of the country 
focus on customer service in their 
markets. These trout producers also 
offer new, value-added product~ 
that compete against other fish 
products, such as smoked salmon 
and smoked trout. 

lmerregional differences have led 
to large price differences berween 
regions and states. Average trout 
values vary a great deal by state. 
Table 2 shows the average value per 
pound of foodsize trout based on 
the USDA survey. 

The Idaho industry has a great 
deal of market power and markets a 
high volume of trout, but the prices 
growers receive are much lower 
than in other regions. The average 
price received for foodsize trout in 
Idaho was $0.67 per pound in 1993 
compared with 3.99 in t\e"'' York. 
The same is true for the other size 
categories. This price differential is 
an important factor when 
considering trout production cost~. 

Fantily fun while f ishing 

Marketing Research 

Substantial public and private 
research supported trout production 
technology. Studies evaluated 
disease control, predator control, 
fertility. growrh enhancement and 
timing. effluent measurement water 
conditions. and ~~ variety of other 
factors involved in dTiciently 
producing heahhy, attractive, quality 
trout. Minimal research has 
analyzed market conditions 
affecting the sale and purchase of 
trout. uch as the perception and 
needs of consumer and channel 
intermediaries. 

The lack of market research is 
likely related to the nature of the 
U.S. trout industry. The industry has 
historically consisted of small 
family-o"'·ned busines.c;es located 
throughout the United tates. For 
mo:-,t of these individual companies, 
the cost of subswntivc marketing 
research is beyond their financial 
means. while the marketing analysis 
conducted by the few larger 
organizarions is proprietary 
information. 

The USDA ha:-, sponsored two 
market-related research sllldies in 

cooperation with tate agencies and 
the trout industry. One surveyed 
household consumers to swdy who 
eats trout, how frequently, under 
what circumstances, and their 
overall opinion of trout (Block 
198-t). The second tudy urveyed 
distriburors and retailers to 
determine their perceptions of 
consumer auiwdes and their 
evaluation of marketing practices 
supporting trout sales (McCain and 
Guenthner 1993). 

Consumer Research 

The consumer swdy by Block 
(1984) analyzed data from a 
telephone survey consisting of 1,000 
interviews. Two hundred people 
each were interviewed in Cleveland, 
Denver. Los Angeles. 1ew York. and 
St. Louis. urveyors interviewed 
only those respondents who said 
they eat u·out, focusing on 
increasing the existing market rather 
than depleting limited funds 
evaluating nonuser . 
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wllere ,.,,., 1IJ pm;ent tilt trout 

five 10 10 limes t1 JWI'- In tbe otber 

cities, about 6 percent said tbey 

bad eaten trout more than 10 

times;, the previous year. 

more positive image of trout and 

were more frequer~t trout eaters 

than men. 

,. tlfldliln ltllJ 011 tbe flsb. 

A.ltbougb men were about twice as 

likely to want tbe bead 011 their 

trout, tbe maj>rl~v of bo'b men 

and women preferred trout with 

the bead remot;ed. 

till,_, aflll ,_ ,.,, 6fJ pm:ent 
bod not f• flsbed In ~ tbtln a 

year. Sixty-six percent bad fished 

in fee ponds five or fewer times, 

and 33 percefltbad done so more 

tba 11 five limes. 

consumers witb less education. 

The less educated were most likely 

to see trout as a cba nge-oj-pace 

food. 

appearance,' ']wefer otber flsb 

species, • 'don't know where it's 

atJOilable, • "have trout given to 

me' or "catch it myselj(most 

notably in Denver). 

ti..U.~ .. ~-.,.. 

avalltlble. A.ltllougb price_, 

mentioned, a maprityof 

consumers interviewed said tbey 

did not llnou·tbeapproximate 

price of trout in the grocery store. 

One out of five did not know 

where to buy trout locally. 

outnumbered negative responses 
by 9 to I when respondents were 

asked for initial thoughts about 

eating trout. 

bousebold Income did not aPJllllr 

to bean Important factor in 

consumption. 



FeeFtsbing 

Fee fishing was more prevalent 
in larger families with high school 
educations or les.s and who ate trout 
less f requemly. The fishing 
experience was valued more than 
the eating e-xperience. early 86 
percent said their most recent fee 
fishing experience was enjoyable. 
Factors that contributed to the 
enjoyment were: outdoor setting, 
fi hing chaUenge. fun-oriented 
environment. and relaxation. 
Specific aspects that were reported 
as rhe most enjoyable included the 
assurance of a catch and the 
outdoor facilities. A few negative 
comments suggested that the lack of 
a true sporting experience and high 
fees detracted from the enjoyment 
pecific aspects reponed as liked the 

least included roo many people, fees 
paid without catching fish, and the 
lack of a challenge. The sense of 
challenge obviously differs among 
fee fishers. 

Lack of convenient accessibility 
and awareness of facility locations 
limit more frequent fee fishing, 
Nearly 37 percent of the survey's 
respondents said it was at le-ast 
somewhat likely the)' would fee 
fish in the next year if a stocked 
fishing area were lc.x:med within an 
hour's drive of their home. 

Retailer Research 

The study reported by McCain 
and Guenthner (1993) consisted of 
two concurrent pans. The first one 
analyzed nationwide responses from 
43 retailers rhm sold trout ar lt>:tsr 
some of the lime. Retailers included 
special! y fish markets. seafood 
departments in groceries, and 
grocery meat departments that carry 
fish as pan of their produce line. 
Le than 'll percent of the retailers 
who handle fresh water. farm-raised 
rainbow trout indicate that rhey 
always sell trout. 26 percem sell 
trout frequently. and 33 percent sell 
trout infrequently. 

Retailers were asked whether 
their seafood suppliers provided 
consumer research information. and 
if they conducted consumer surveys 
themselves. Responses suggest 
retailers and wholesalers perform 

little research. OveraU, consumer 
research activit)" is relatively low 
and most retailers are not well 
informed about their markets. The 
retail research conducted includes 
their entire product line. 

Almo t 43 percent of rewilers said 
they frequently or ahvays work 
with seafood and fish processors to 
develop promotions. early 90 
percent have suppliers who initiate 
specific product promotions and 
help prepare advertising specials. 
Reta ilers want posters, pamphlets, 
and recipes promoting the product 
they sell. Th~ initiatives may not 
have much support from the trout 
industry. 

Retailers were asked questions 
regarding their perceptions of 
marketing conditions and practices 
in the trout industry. Retail demand 
experience varied, with 33 percent 
of the retailers reporting substantial 
growth in trout sales. There was 
general agreement that the trout 
supply is stable during the year, and 
half of tl1e sampled retailers order 
about the same amount e-.tch month. 

early two-thirds also believed rhe 
price is stable throughout the ye-M. 
A minority stated that trout b high 
priced Most retailers did not 
anticipate growth in trout sales; 
however, more expecred sales to 
grow than ro decline. 

A strong majority of retailer 
agreed that li'Olll has a unique 
flavor, has consistently high quality, 
and maintains its freshness well 
through distribution. Rewilers 
preferred fresh to frozen and 
believed trout is amactive in both 
full and self-service cases. They did 
not perceive a taste advantage for 
trout. Less than JO percent of 
retailers agreed that consumers 
generally prefer the flavor of trout 
to other fish while 33 percent 
disagreed. 

Trout remilers reponed finding a 
difference among suppliers in the 
quality of product and service they 
provide. Only 35 percent use more 
than one supplier for trout. 

Retailers were generally cri tical of 
the advertising support they receive 
from the trout industry. Sixty 
percent disagreed with the 

statement, 'The trout industrr 
provides good advertising support." 
They agreed that fewer deals are 
offered to support trout sales than 
for other seafood and fish species. 
They did not believe that most trout 
suppliers provide useful sales 
support materials. such as pamphlets 
or recipes. Retailers also indicated 
they want more point-of-sale 
materials from trout suppliers. 

Although most retailer did not 
believe consumers arc reluctant to 
buy fish they c:an catch locally, 33 
percem or retailers surveyed 
believed this is a problem. Fifteen 
percent believed that trout is harder 
to prepare than other fish. They 
believed most consumers prefer 
trout bon<.'<l and with the head 
removed; however, since about 24 
percent did not believe the head 
needs LO be removed, both pref
erences are worth noting. Pin bone 
removal was considered <111 

important product option. 
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Supermarket meat selection 

Distributor Research 

The second pan of McCain and 
Guenthner's study (1993) analyzed 
nationwide responses from 74 
distributors that sold trout at least 
some of the time. Distributor 
institutions included broker , 
di tributor and wholesalers. Of 
those who handle fresh water, farm· 
raised minbow trout, 56 percent 
indicated they always sell trout, 22 
percent sell trout frequently, and 22 
percenr sell trout infrequenrly. 

The level of research support that 
distributors provide indicates how 
well informed the market is about a 
product line. Consumer research 
activity is relatively low, and most 
retailers are not well informed 
about their customers. The re1ail 
rese-arch conducted includes the 
emire product line, despite it 
diversity and cominuous expansion. 
Current distributor involvement in 
research is very low. Fewer than 10 
percent provide regular (frequent or 
always) research help to retailers 
and only 11 percent to restaurants. 
The vast majority of distributors 
never provide market research 
assistance. When this is combined 
with the lack of research at the 
retail level, it can be concluded that 
any information reaching retail 
buyers about consumer preferences 
for trout or !rout uses does no1 
likely come from distributors and 
retailers. 

Few eafood di tributors 
regularly conduct demonstrations 
for retailers; more than 50 percenr 
reported they never do. Approx· 
imately 25 percent regularly assist 
retailers in preparing adverrising for 

specials, but more than 50 percent 
never provide such help. More 
di tributors initiate pecific product 
promotions 10 assist their custOmers 
in reaching consumer, but only 
one-third (33 percent) do it 
regularly. Cooperative support from 
suppliers is one incentive for each 
distribution level to provide 
promotional services to customers. 
Few distributors receive support 
from trout processor to develop 
promotions on a regular basis. 
eventy·two percent of trom·selling 

distributors indicated trout 
processors never provide such 
cooperative support. This may be 
comparable to the experience these 
same distributors have with their 
other suppliers. More distributors 
(32 percent) receive help developing 
promotions from other suppliers, 
while only 38 percent never receive 
help. Distributors believe the trom 
processing industry is substantially 
less supportive of promotional 
activities than other seafood 
suppliers. 

Distributors appear to have 
divergent experience with trout 
sales. One·third of the distributOrs 
agreed they experienced substantial 
growth in trout sales; the rest 
reported a lack of substantial 
growth. Distributor generally 
agreed that supply and prices are 
stable and that trout is nor high 
priced Two-thirds order 
approximately the same amount of 
trolll monthly. About half do not 
anticipate demand from restaurants 
and retail tores to change in the 
future. Of those who foresee 

Brochures 

change, more expect growth than 
decline. 

As with retailers, the majority of 
distributors agreed trout has a 
unique flavor, maintains its 
freshness well through distribution, 
and that processors provide a 
consistenrly high level of quality. 
Only 15 percent buy whole troll! 
and perform additional value-added 
processing in their own facilities. 

Trout distributors found a 
difference among suppliers in the 
quality of product and service 
provided. Unlike retailers' tendency 
towards single supplier purchasing, 
more than 55 percent of di tributors 
use more than one supplier for 
trout. 

Distributor were genemlly 
critical of trout industry advertising 
support, but were slightly less 
critical than retailers. They agreed 
that fewer deals are offered to 
suppon trout sales than for other 
seafood and fish species. 
Distributors did not believe most 
trout supplier provide useful sales 
support materials, e.g, pamphlets 
and recipes, and stated !hey wam 
more poinr-of·sale materials from 
trolll uppliers. 

Distributors thought trout is an 
attractive offering for both retailers 
and re tauranrs. Only 4 percent felt 
trout is harder 10 prepare than other 
fish in restauranrs, and 13 percent 
believed it i harder for retail 
consumers to prepare than other 



fish. They believed rhat both 
retailers and resraurams prefer fresh 
trout to frozen trout 

Distributors stated thar retail 
consumers are more reluctant to 
buy fish that can be caught locally 
than restaurant customers. They 
believed retail cusromers wam the 
fi h's head removed more than 
restaurant customers do. In 
addition, they strongly believed 
both restaurant and retail con umer 
preferred boned trout Fifreen 
percent agreed that consumers 
generally prefer the flavor of trout 
to other fish, but 27 percent 
disagreed; distributors perceived no 
obvious taste advantage for trout. 

Conclusions and 
Rl'commenda t ions 

The U.S. trout industry operates 
in a competitive, changing food 
market. As in all markets, the 
consumer is king. Consumers drive 
the system by making dail y food 
purchase decisions in grocery stores 
and restaurants. 

U . con umers are changing what 
they eat. They are increasing 
consumption of plant products, but 
not changing animal product 
consumption. They are, however, 
changing the types of animal 
products they eat. Products 
considered high in fat or cholesterol 
are losing sales to those products 
considered more healthful. 
Consumers have been shifting from 
whole milk to low-fat dairy 
products, from butter to margarine, 
and from red meat to poultry and 
fish. 

This preference for fish and 
shellfish is good news for the trout 
industry; the total market for trout 
industry products is growing. The 

Vat·ious fillets available 

bad news is that the competition 
within the fish and shellfish market 
is stiff. Demand for another farm
raised product, catfish, grew rapidly 
while trom demand was stable. 
Apparently the catfish industry is 
outcompeling the trout industry. 

The trout industry is scattered 
across the Unired States. For 
growers in Idaho, Washington, and 

orth Carolina, the primary market 
channel is through processors. In 
Colorado, fee fishing is the dominant 
market Wisconsin and Utah 
growers' biggest market is directly to 
restaurant and retail outlets. Other 
market outlets include government, 
directly to consumer, other 
producers, and live haulers. 

In spite of their diversity, trout 
growers share some concern . 
including disease control. feed 
efficiency. government regulation. 
and. of course, marketing. A 
common gO'.:~ I for all types of trout 
producers is maintaining or 
increasing the demand for trout. 
Market research is needed to 
accomplish this goal. 

Several recent trout marketing 
research projects have concluded 
that consumers have a po itive 
image of uout. Retailers and 
wholesalers find it an attractive 
product to sell; they like the stable 
supply, quality, and price. Those 
qualities, however, do not create an 
image of superiori ty to other fish in 
the minds of those who sell trout; to 
them, trout is just another fish in the 
product line. Consumers are not 
adequately aware of trout price 
and availability. The di tributor 
who sell uout consider advertising 
and on-site promotional support, 
which are the primary methods of 
creating awareness, inadequate. 
Competitive species are considered 

equally good product and may 
receive greater support from their 
processors than trout. The trout 
industry will have to initiate any 
effort to improve the trout sales 
with respect ro other fish species. 

Continuous marker research, in 
greater depth and breadth, is needed 
for the trout industry to develop 
strategies to improve it market 
position. Research should be 
designed to an wer such questions 
as: 

• \Vbich specific allributes of 
trout do cOitstnners prefer? 

• l'(lbich consumer segments 
prefer troll/, and wl~y? 

• \flbat causes people to try trout 
or to eat it more often? 

• \flbich factors inbibittrout 
CO/lSUIIIptiOil? 

• lflhat information do 
distributors need to encourage 
them to can)' trout if they do 
1101 do so current~y? 

• \flbat marketing support efforts 
are needed to encourage sellers 
to push trout through the 
marketing channel? 

Until such questions are 
answered, the trout industry will 
likely lag behind producers of other 
fish species with greater market 
knowledge. 
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In addition to market research, 
the trout industry should do r~vo 
other thing-. to mainwin or incr~t:.c 
demand: (I) control quality. and (.2) 

promote the product. The t\YO must 
develop together. Promotion Lc; not 
effecth·e if a high-quality product b 
not delivered to consumers. It may 
be advantageous 10 adopt industry· 
wide standards and guidelines like 
those used by the Briti~h Trout 
Associalion to address quality i sues 
from hu bandry through 
distribution. Promotional effort~ 
should take adv~mtage of four 
consumer trend : health, 
convenience, meals away from 
home, and food safety. 

~Health 

The low-fat, low--chole!>terol, high· 
protein content of trout offers a 
good marketing approach to 
con umers interested in eming 
he-althier foods. To get more clotH 
from advertising money. pro
motional effom with other healthier 
foods might be an option. 'ince 
consumers are eating more fruits 
and vegetables, a joint promotion 
with produce groups might be 
beneficia l. 

~Convenience 

With today's hectic lifestyles, 
consumers increasingly look for 
foods that are con\'enient to 
prepare. For many consumer<; that 
means honelcs.-; fillets rather than 
whole trout. II also means the trout 
industry should provide micro
wavable products and recipes. In 
the mid·1970s. less than 10 percent of 
C . households owned microu·a,·c 
ovens. By the early 1990s. more 
than 80 percent had them. 

~ Meals Away fro·m. Home 

U . consumers are e:Jting more 
meals away from home. Soon more 
than half the money pent on food 
will be for meals outside the home. 
The trout industry should 

encourage rc~taurant and fast fo<xl 
chains to include trout on their 
menus. The cufish indu'>try ha'> 
already entered the markt:t with 
selected fast food chains and 
in~titution'\. Such a strawgy may 
require greater cooperation among 
trout induMry members. 

~Food Safety 

U.S. consumers are becoming 
quite concerned ahout food safety. 
Some of this concern has been 
directed at fi~h and shellfish. The 
trout industry can channel this 
concern toward increasing demand 
for 1heir product. Promotion could 
focul' on the idea that trout raised 
on farms in controlled environments 
may n01 be stt'\Ceptible to 
comaminants from those who use 
oceans, lakes, and rivers as dumping 
grounds. 

lndu try-wide research, qualit} 
control, and promotion programs 
could increase demand for trout. 
Producers of other food\ such as 
pm:uoes. apples, orange juice. and 
catfish consider their programs 
eff <.'Cti \'e. 
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