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SODA PRODUCTION: UNITED STATES

Here is one reason the “how much” question is so hard to answer. Every 
year, from 1947 until 2003, the USDA published estimates of the number of 
gallons of carbonated soft drinks—total, regular (sugar-sweetened), and diet—
available for consumption per capita. These estimates were averages. They 
applied to everyone in the population regardless of age, from newborn babies 
to the oldest old, no matter how much soda anyone actually consumed. To 
obtain these numbers, the USDA took data from industry sources on billions 
of gallons of soda produced and divided this number by the population of 
the United States on July 1. Because the USDA collected and dealt with this 
information every year in the same way, its numbers revealed trends in pro-
duction and gave an authoritative estimate of the maximum volume of car-
bonated beverages available for consumption by the population.

1600

1400

1200

1000

800

600

400

200

0
1st 2nd 3rd 4th 5th 6th

Soft Drink Sales 2010
(millions of cases)

7th 8th 9th 10th

Figure 2.1 Soft drink sales by brand, in millions of cases, 2010. “Case” is the industry 
term for twenty-four 8-ounce cans or bottles (the volume equivalent of sixteen 12-ounce 
servings). Coca-Cola leads soda sales by a substantial margin. Sales of Diet Coke 
surpassed Pepsi for the first time in 2010 but again fell to third place in 2015. The chart 
is by TimWit, based on figures from Beverage Digest, posted at timwit.wordpress.com 
on March 25, 2011. Used with TimWit’s permission.
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But this data set stops cold in 2003. After that, the Beverage Marketing 
Corporation (BMC), the industry trade association that used to give this 
information to the USDA, refused to allow its proprietary data to be re-
leased to the public. This forced the USDA to discontinue its historical data 
set.2 The BMC, however, still publishes the figures annually. With the help 
of a small grant, I bought its 2013 report on carbonated beverages—at the 
discounted cost to academics of $5,795.

The report provides tables that list annual production from 1984 to 
2012—in billions of gallons—of total, regular, and diet sodas.3 Based on 
these tables, Figure 2.2 illustrates the trends.

Soda production—for both regular and diet drinks—increased rapidly 
from the early 1980s to the early 2000s, leveled off, and then declined. I 
show Figure 2.2 to illustrate such trends, but also to emphasize the enor-
mous amount of sugar-sweetened soda produced in the United States. Even 
with the decline, more than 9 billion gallons—meaning more than 95 bil-
lion 12-ounce servings—were available for consumption and, presumably, 
consumed by Americans in 2012.
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Figure 2.2 Trends in production of total, diet, and regular (sugar-sweetened) 
carbonated soft drinks, United States, 1984 to 2012, in billions of gallons. A gallon is 
nearly 11 (10.7) 12-ounce servings. Data are from Beverage Marketing Corporation, 
Carbonated Soft Drinks in the U.S., 2013: Exhibit 3.20.
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Translating soda production into the amounts available per capita—per 
person, regardless of age or consumption patterns—requires dividing the bil-
lions of gallons produced by Census Bureau estimates of the U.S. population 
on July 1 of each year. The population on July 1, 2012, for example, was 313.9 
million. By using other tables in the report, I could calculate per capita pro-
duction of regular and diet sodas from 1980 to 2012, as shown in Figure 2.3.4

Peak soda production occurred in the late 1990s and in total amounted 
to more than 50 gallons a year per capita, of which nearly 40 gallons were 
sugar-sweetened. Since then, production of both regular and diet sodas has 
declined. In 2012, companies produced enough regular soda to supply every 
single person in America, regardless of age, with nearly 30 gallons for the 
year—a decline of about 20 percent since the peak year.

Drawing on all sources available, we can look at longer-term trends. In 
Table 2.1, I show per capita production of total, diet, and regular sodas at 
ten-year intervals from 1952 to 2012, and translate regular sodas into units 
of 12-ounce servings.

The table shows that per capita production of carbonated soft drinks—
regular plus diet—rose from 11.5 gallons in 1952 to 42.4 gallons in 2012. In 
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Figure 2.3 Production of total, regular, and diet soda, gallons per capita, 1980 to 2012, 
United States. Data are from Beverage Marketing Corporation, Carbonated Soft Drinks 
in the U.S., 2013: Exhibits 1.2 and 3.20.
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1952, all sodas were sugar-sweetened. Once diet sodas were invented in the 
early 1960s, they began to account for an increasing percentage of the total—
at least 25 percent since 1985, and at least 30 percent since 2005. The peak year 
for diet soda production occurred in 2006—15.3 gallons per capita. Since 
then, production of diet sodas has declined and continues to decline in a 
trend widely attributed to health concerns about artificial sweeteners.5

But for the purposes of this book, it’s the regular sodas that count. In 
1952, manufacturers produced the equivalent of 123 standard 12-ounce 
servings per capita, or about 4 ounces of soda per capita per day. According 
to the 2013 Beverage Marketing Corporation report, per capita production 
of regular sodas reached its highest level in 1998—40.7 gallons (not shown 
in table). This came to 434 standard 12-ounce servings, or 14 ounces per day. 
But by 2012, production had declined to the 317 standard 12-ounce servings 
of regular sodas shown in the table. These numbers, the best I can find, in-
dicate that production of sugar-sweetened sodas amounted to about 10 
ounces per capita per day in 2012, a decline of 4 ounces since 1998.

If you will grant me a slight exaggeration, we can assume that enough 
sugary soda is produced in America to provide every person—from new-
born babies to the oldest old—with about one 12-ounce can or bottle 
every day.

Chalk up the decline since the late 1990s to effective health advocacy. 
Health-conscious Americans have increasingly replaced sugary drinks with 
less sugary sports drinks and bottled water, as shown in Figure 2.4. While 
one regular soda a day may not sound like much, it is still more than twice 

Table 2.1 Production of sodas per capita, 1952 to 2012*

YEAR TOTAL, GALLONS DIET, GALLONS REGULAR, 
GALLONS

REGULAR,
12-OUNCE 
SERVINGS 
PER YEAR

1952 11.5 0 11.5 123
1962 15.1 0.7 14.5 155
1972 26.2 2.3 23.9 256
1982 35.3 5.5 29.8 319
1992 47.8 14.0 33.8 362
2002 52.7 14.4 38.4 411
2012 42.4 12.8 29.6 317

* Data from 1952 to 1982 are from USDA. Later amounts are from the 2013 Beverage Marketing Corporation 
report, but the two data sets do not overlap consistently. One gallon provides nearly 11 (10.7) 12-ounce servings.
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the amount in the 1950s and 1960s. And even the more precise 10 daily 
ounces represents the average consumption of children and adults. The 
intake of individuals may range from no soda at all to liters a day.

SODA PRODUCTION: INTERNATIONAL

The decline in sales in the United States has induced soda companies to 
turn their attention to international markets. For international production 
figures, we must go to yet another data source, Euromonitor International.6 
This research firm collects beverage production figures from companies in 
many countries throughout the world. It reports amounts in liters. Since all 
of the numbers are estimates anyway, let’s round them off.

 • One gallon is nearly 4 liters (3.8, actually).
 • One liter is nearly 34 ounces (33.8, actually).
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Figure 2.4 Trends in production of sodas and bottled waters in the United States, 1980 
to 2012, gallons per capita. Total sodas include both regular and diet. The proportion of 
diet sodas ranged from 25 percent to 30 percent during this period. A gallon is nearly 
11 (10.7) 12-ounce servings. Data are from Beverage Marketing Corporation, Carbonated 
Soft Drinks in the U.S., 2013.
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Euromonitor reports that the soda industry produced 220 billion liters 
of carbonated beverages, diet and regular, throughout the world in 2012. 
The world’s population reached 7 billion that year, giving about 31 liters per 
person. This translates to 87 standard 12-ounce servings per capita, an 
amount that includes both sugar-sweetened and diet drinks. But, according 
to Euromonitor, diet drinks account for 21 percent of total worldwide soda 
production. Therefore, the average production of regular soda is 69 stan-
dard 12-ounce servings per capita per year for the entire world. Another 
source, the banking firm Credit Suisse, has published estimates of the per-
centage of diet drinks sold and consumed in various countries. As might be 
expected, the percentages vary widely from country to country, from about 
1 percent in India to 33 percent in Norway.7 Table 2.2 gives some examples.

The United States leads the world in total soda sales, followed by Ar-
gentina, Mexico, Norway, and Germany. But because the percentage of diet 
sodas sold in various countries differs so widely, I thought it would help to 
calculate the amounts for regular sodas, and to translate those figures into 
12-ounce servings per person, as shown in Table 2.3.

Table 2.2 Total sodas (regular plus diet) sold in selected 
countries and percent diet soda, 2012

COUNTRY TOTAL SODA,
LITERS PER CAPITAa

PERCENT
DIET SODAb

U.S.A. 160 20c

Argentina 145 15
Mexico 142 7
Norway 101 33
Germany 97 23
Australia 93 24
Saudi Arabia 87 4
United Kingdom 81 29
Bulgaria 74 3
Venezuela 63 2
Japan 34 18
Egypt 20 3
China 9 2
Indonesia 4 5
India 3 1

a Liters per capita are from Euromonitor International, 2013, rounded off. A 
liter is nearly 3 (2.8) 12-ounce servings.
b Estimates of percent diet sodas are from Credit Suisse, 2013.
c The Credit Suisse estimate for diet soda in the United States is 10 percent 
below that reported by the Beverage Marketing Corporation, for unknown 
reasons.
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When it comes to regular sodas, Mexico beats the United States with an 
average availability of more than one 12-ounce serving a day. U.S. residents 
have access to slightly less than one 12-ounce daily serving per capita. Next 
come consumers in Argentina, Saudi Arabia, and Germany. As a general 
rule, soda sales closely follow economic development and higher income, 
but some countries, such as Mexico and Argentina, consume more than 
expected, as does the United States.8 Figure  2.5 shows this relationship. 
More soda is consumed in industrialized countries, and less in those that 
are resource-poor. The Chinese, for example, have access to just 24 standard 
12-ounce servings per year, while even less is available to the population of 
India (9 per year). Mexico and Argentina are outliers: they are relatively 
low-income countries with high soda sales. In contrast, several relatively 
wealthy countries in Asia have very low soda sales. These low numbers—
and their sharp contrast with the much higher amounts available in Mexico 
and Argentina—make it clear why developing countries in Asia, the Indian 
subcontinent, and Africa are prime targets for expansion of soda marketing, 
as I discuss in Chapter 15.

Table 2.3 Regular sodas available for consumption in 
selected countries, 12-ounce servings per capita, 2012*

COUNTRY REGULAR SODA, 12-OUNCE  
SERVINGS PER CAPITA

Mexico 372
United States 360
Argentina 347
Saudi Arabia 235
Germany 211
Bulgaria 202
Australia 199
Norway 191
United Kingdom 185
Venezuela 123
Japan 79
Egypt 56
China 24
Indonesia 10
India 9

* Figures in this table are calculated from the percentages of diet sodas in 
Table  2.2. If, as reported by the Beverage Marketing Corporation, diet 
sodas actually account for 30 percent of U.S. production, the number of 
regular soda servings for the United States would be 315, which is close to 
the 317 shown in Table 2.1.
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Figure 2.5 Annual global soda production versus gross domestic product (GDP). 
The GDP is an index of economic development. The dotted line gives an approximate 
estimation of the trend toward higher soda production with higher economic 
development. The figure is based on data from a report from the Credit Suisse 
Research Institute, Sugar Consumption at a Crossroads, September 2013.

SODAS CONSUMED

In contrast to production figures, those for dietary intake depend on self-
reports from individuals. To assess your soda intake, a researcher might ask 
you to record or recall what you ate or drank, usually during one 24-hour 
period. Such methods are famously inaccurate. Consciously or unconsciously, 
almost everyone overreports consumption of healthier foods and underre-
ports foods thought to be less healthful, and hardly anyone can correctly 
recall or estimate portion sizes. As a result, dietary records typically under-
report amounts actually consumed, often by a factor of 30 to 40 percent.9

To repeat: the production of regular sodas in the United States is about 
one 12-ounce serving per person per day. This estimate is for the entire pop-
ulation and includes individuals who never drink sodas. For people who do 
drink sodas, the production numbers seriously underestimate actual intake.
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sweetened juice drinks, teas, coffees, and milk, sugary drinks account for 
fully half of all sugar intake. The conclusion is inescapable: some segments 
of the population, children and adults, consume far more soda and other 
sugar-sweetened beverages than can possibly be good for their health.

But which segments? Researchers can mine NHANES demographic 
data to find out who drinks sodas and how much. Health advocates need 
this information as a basis for designing policy and program interventions. 
But the soda industry also wants this kind of information as a basis for cre-
ating advertising messages. To that end, the Beverage Marketing Corpora-
tion collects information about soda consumers from its own sources. In 
this instance, the information from government, academic, and industry 
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Figure 2.6 Percent of Americans, age 2 and over, who report consuming sugar-sweetened 
cola drinks. Half the population reports consuming none at all on any given day. But 10 
percent report consuming more than four 12-ounce colas a day, for a total of 567 soda 
calories. Source: National Center for Health Statistics, 2011.

Table 2.4 Calories consumed by American children from sugary drinks and sodas, 
2005–2008

AGE RANGE ALL SUGARY 
DRINKS

SODAS FRUIT DRINKS FLAVORED MILK OTHER*

2–5 91 25 40 21 5
6–11 157 66 55 22 14
12–19 245 145 49 7 44

* Energy and sports drinks and sweetened teas
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sources is similar. I particularly like the way the Beverage Marketing Corpo-
ration summarizes its findings in a “demographic index.” The corporation 
defines average soda intake in the overall population as an index of 100. 
Higher-than-average soda consumption gives an index higher than 100. 
An index below 100 indicates lower-than-average consumption. Table 2.5 
summarizes some of these results.

From Table 2.5, we can see that the soda-drinking half of the popula-
tion is more likely to be male, young, single, poorly educated, low-income, 

Table 2.5 Demographic characteristics of regular (sugar-sweetened) 
soda consumers, by index (consumption relative to average)*

POPULATION SEGMENT DEMOGRAPHIC INDEX

Adults  
Males 106
Females 94

Age  
18–24 124
45–54 95
65+ 79

Marital status  
Single 114
Married or partnered 95

Education  
Some high school 118
Graduated from college 83

Income, per year  
< $10,000 116
> $75,000 88

Occupation  
Blue collar 115
White collar 95

Ethnicity  
Hispanic 121
African-American 113
White 94
Asian 89

Region  
South 108
Midwest 101
West 99
Northeast 86

* Examples: an index of 115 indicates a 15 percent greater-than-average likelihood of consuming 
regular sodas. An index of 88 indicates 12 percent less likelihood. Data are from Beverage 
Marketing Corporation, Carbonated Beverages in the U.S., 2013: adapted from Exhibit 13.
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Fountain drinks fall somewhere in this range but provide less sugar and 
fewer calories for their cup size because the ice dilutes both. If you want to 
estimate the sugars and calories in fountain drinks, you have to measure the 
volume of the drink in the cup, subtract the volume of the ice, and see how 
much drink remains.

If I could convey one message about soda sizes, it is this: larger sodas 
have more sugar and provide more calories. I say this because most people 
have only the vaguest idea about the amount of sugars in sodas. By market-
place standards, the FDA’s decades-long definition of a soda serving— 
8 ounces—is small compared to most sizes sold as well as to average con-
sumption levels, which is why the agency proposed raising the standard 
portion size to 12 ounces in 2014.5

If you do the sugar-in-water experiment suggested in Chapter 2, you 
must add ten teaspoons of sugar or ten sugar cubes—nearly 40 grams—to 
12 ounces of water. Figure 3.1 shows the number of cubes of sugar that went 
into a 12-ounce can (10), a 20-ounce vending machine bottle (16+), and a 
1-liter bottle (30+).

To keep the soda market humming, companies come out with new 
sizes occasionally. In 2014, Coca-Cola introduced a 19.2-ounce can to be 
sold in convenience stores alongside liter bottles. Why? These are “just the 
thing to keep the momentum going! . . . designed to maximize immediate 
sales by offering the ‘gas and go’ customer a value price and an all-star 
allure.”6 The marketing materials do not mention the nearly 65 grams of 
sugars (16 teaspoons) and 240 calories in each can.

Table 3.1 The sizes of Coca-Cola cans and bottles available early in 2014

VOLUME, OUNCES SUGAR, GRAMS SUGAR, TEASPOONS* CALORIES

7.5 25 6 90
8 26 7 100
12 39 10 140
16 54 13 200
20 65 16 240
24 81 20 300
34 (1 liter) 117 30 420
40 (1.25 liters) 135 34 500
64 (2 liters) 216 54 800

* Teaspoons are estimated at 4 grams each and rounded to the nearest whole number. Grams and calories are 
derived from Coca-Cola labels or websites and apply to cans or bottles with Nutrition Facts labels, but not to 
fountain cups that contain varying amounts of ice. Sugar is commonly assumed to provide about 4 calories per 
gram, but Coca-Cola uses the more precise 3.7, and also rounds off calories to the nearest 10.



 The Sugar(s) Problem 41

SUGAR TRENDS: FALLING, BUT NOT ENOUGH

Sugars of one kind or another are ingredients in three-quarters of packaged 
foods in America, but regular sodas contribute a third of the total sugar in 
American diets. Obviously, trends in sugar availability look just like trends 
in soda availability, as shown in Figure 3.2. In 2011, the U.S. sugar supply—
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Figure 3.2 Trends in the availability of added sugars in the U.S. food supply: total 
sugars, cane and beet sugars (sucrose), high-fructose corn syrup (HFCS), and other 
caloric sweeteners, pounds per capita by year. Virtually all of the increase in sugar 
availability between 1980 and the early 2000s can be accounted for by the rise in 
HFCS. Source: USDA’s food availability (per capita) data system.
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the amount produced domestically, less exports, plus imports—provided 
an average of nearly 132 pounds per capita: 67 pounds of cane and beet 
sugars (sucrose), 47 pounds of high-fructose corn syrup (HFCS), and the 
rest from honey, maple syrup, and other such sources.8

Sugars added to the U.S. food supply began to rise from about 120 pounds 
per capita in 1980 to a peak of 151 pounds in 1999. After that, the supply de-
clined, but there are still 12 more pounds of sugars available per person per 
year than there were in 1980. The 132 pounds in 2012 works out to an availa-
bility of 164 grams (41 teaspoons) per day per capita—well over the 100-gram 
daily upper safety limit for added sugars. Because a third of added sugar intake 
comes from sodas, sodas alone could contribute as much as 54 grams (13 tea-
spoons) of sugars a day per capita—220 calories. But those are food supply 
figures. If you ask Americans how much sugar they eat, they report an average 
of 120 grams of total sugars a day, an amount that includes added sugars as 
well as those intrinsically in food. This amount undoubtedly underestimates 
true intake but still comes to 30 teaspoons a day, of which 10 come from 
sodas—just the amount in one 12-ounce drink, the per capita daily average.9

In Chapter 2 and in this one, I use 1980 as the baseline for trends in 
sugar and soda production and consumption. The early 1980s marked the 
beginning of a sharp rise in the prevalence of obesity, as shown in Figure 3.3. 
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Figure 3.3 The availability of total sugars in the food supply tracks closely with trends 
in the prevalence of obesity.
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In 2012, according to the USDA’s estimates, the average American con-
sumed nearly 12 teaspoons of cane and beet sugars, 8 teaspoons of HFCS, 
and 3 teaspoons of other sugars, for a total of nearly 23 teaspoons every day. 
This amount, which comes to nearly 100 grams, is a bit more than half of the 
41 teaspoons of total sugars available in the food supply (Figure 3.2).

Half? How is that possible? If 23 teaspoons per day is correct, it means 
that nearly half the sugars produced and available are wasted, an amount 
that hardly seems possible. This result is especially unlikely because dietary 
surveys say that people consume 120 grams a day (30 teaspoons), and even 
that amount is probably underestimated.

I am not alone in having doubts about the reliability of the USDA’s loss-
adjusted estimates. In 2012, the Center for Science in the Public Interest 
(CSPI), the venerable consumer advocacy group based in Washington, 
D.C., filed a Freedom of Information Act request to find out how the USDA 
arrived at its estimates. This led to a surprising—and disturbing—discovery. 
The USDA had “adjusted” its methods to minimize the amount of sugar 
consumption. It seems that sugar industry trade groups had lobbied the 
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Figure 3.4 The USDA’s loss-adjusted estimates of “consumption” of sugars, HFCS, and 
other caloric sweeteners in teaspoons per person per day, 1980 to 2012. In 2012, the 
total added up to nearly 23 teaspoons a day—about 97 grams. By USDA’s definition, a 
teaspoon is 4.2 grams of sugars.



56 SODA POLITICS

solid fats. Unless the diet contains no animal fats at all, the 2010 guidelines 
imply that added sugars should account for less than 10 percent of calories.4

To achieve this reduction, the USDA says to “reduce intake of added 
sugars” and to “drink few or no regular sodas”—but not until pages 45 and 
67, respectively. Could sugar and soda industry lobbying have anything to 
do with the minimization of attention to sugars and sodas in federal dietary 
guidelines? I cannot imagine how federal agencies could have come up with 
a term as unhelpful as SoFAS, and lobbying is the only explanation that 
makes sense. At the very least, lobbying induces the agencies to avoid is-
suing guidelines that suggest eating less of specific food products.

Fortunately, the scientific committee reviewing the research for the 
2015 guidelines dropped SoFAS and instead simply said, “To decrease dietary 
intake from added sugars, the U.S. population should reduce consumption 
of sugar-sweetened beverages.” The committee also urged the development 
and implementation of policies and programs to limit such drinks.5 Its 
report is just advisory, however, and whether the agencies adopted this 

Table 4.1 Evolution of dietary guidelines about sugar and soft drinks, 1980 to 2010

YEAR SUGAR GUIDELINE ADVICE ABOUT SOFT DRINKS

1980 Avoid too much sugar “Eat less of foods containing these 
sugars, such as candy, soft drinks . . . ”

1985 Avoid too much sugar “Use less of all sugars . . . Examples 
include soft drinks . . . ”

1990 Use sugars only in moderation No specific mention.
1995 Choose a diet moderate in sugars No specific mention.
2000 Choose beverages and foods to 

moderate your intake of sugars
“Intake of a lot of foods high in added 

sugars, like soft drinks, is of 
concern . . . Limit your use of these 
beverages . . . ”

2005 Choose and prepare foods and 
beverages with little added  
sugars or caloric sweeteners

Notes that soft drinks contribute 33 
percent of added sugars to U.S. 
diets.

2010 Reduce the intake of calories from  
solid fats and added sugars  
(SoFAS)

Notes that sodas, energy drinks, 
sports drinks, and juice drinks 
together contribute 46 percent of 
added sugars. Advises: “Drink few 
or no regular sodas.”

2015 (advisory) Decrease dietary intake from added 
sugars

Reduce consumption of sugar-
sweetened beverages

source: USDA and HHS. Dietary Guidelines for Americans, 1980 to 2010. The 2015 advice comes from the 
scientific report of the Dietary Guidelines Advisory Committee.
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A DIGRESSION: “OTHER SWEET DRINKS”

Although this book is mainly concerned with carbonated cola sodas made 
by the Coca-Cola and PepsiCo companies, this is a good place to stop and 
consider the vast array of other sugary drinks available in the marketplace, 
many of which these companies also produce. In Table 4.2, I categorize the 
universe of sugar-sweetened beverages, and list some of the other sub-
stances typically added to them. Overall, these drinks contribute an aston-
ishing amount of sugar to American diets, all of it in liquid form. The 2010 
Dietary Guidelines brochure provided the percentages. It said 35.7 percent 
of total sugars derived from the combination of sodas, energy drinks, and 
sports drinks; 10.5 percent from juice drinks (excluding 100 percent juices); 
and 3.5 percent from teas. Together, these added up to 49.7 percent of total 
sugars consumed. To this percentage must be added the smaller contribu-
tions of sweetened coffees, waters, and milk drinks. It is fair to say that 
drinks with added sugars contributed half the total amount of sugars in 
American diets in 2010, and apparently still do.9

Table 4.2 lists these drinks in two broad categories—sodas, which are 
always carbonated, and non-sodas, which may or may not be carbonated. 
What most distinguishes non-soda sugary drinks from sodas is how they 
are marketed. Producers of non-sodas invariably promote the drinks as 
healthier no matter how much sugar they contain. Although some of these 
drinks do contain less sugar than sodas, others have as much or more. Mar-
keters tend to disguise the amounts by using healthier-sounding euphe-
misms for sugars such as honey, juice from concentrate, pure natural cane 
juice, or blue agave nectar. Along with sugars, some drinks also add eryth-
ritol, a relatively indigestible—and, therefore, calorie-free—sugar alcohol. 

Table 4.2 Sugar-sweetened beverages: categories

DRINKS WITH ADDED SUGARS OTHER ADDED INGREDIENTS

Sodas, carbonated  
Sodas, soft drinks, pop, soda pop Flavors: colas, fruit, ginger, others

Non-sodas, sometimes carbonated  
Energy drinks Caffeine, some nutrients, other stimulants
Sports drinks Electrolytes, some vitamins
Fruit drinks, punches, ades Fruit juice (usually much less than 100%)
Teas, coffees Flavors
Waters Flavors, nutrients
Milks Flavors: chocolate, strawberry, others



66 SODA POLITICS

were almost invariably paid for by soda companies or their trade associa-
tion.1 This distinction is so blatant that you can safely assume that almost 
any study concluding that sodas or their sugars have no adverse health 
effects was paid for in some way by a soda industry group.

With this caveat in mind, most independently funded studies arrive at 
the same conclusion: habitual soda consumption is not good for health. 
They find soda drinking to be strongly associated with higher calorie in-
takes, poor-quality diets, and overweight and obesity in children and adults, 
as well as with conditions for which obesity raises risks, among them type 2 
diabetes and heart disease.

GUILT BY ASSOCIATION

One more caveat: the meaning of “associated.” As epidemiologists endlessly 
repeat, association means correlation; it does not necessarily mean causa-
tion. The most obvious association of sodas to health is their increased pro-
duction in parallel with the prevalence of obesity, as I show in Figure 5.2. 
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Figure 5.2 Guilt by association: trends in production of regular (sugar-sweetened) 
sodas and in the prevalence of obesity, United States, 1980 to 2012. Sources: Beverage 
Marketing Corporation, Carbonated Soft Drinks in the U.S., 2013: Exhibits 1.2 and 3.20, 
and the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention.
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Take Action

To advocate for healthier teeth and healthier children in your community, 
you can:

 • Include dental decay as a reason for advocating soda reduction.
 • Demand removal of sugary drinks from schools and around 

schools.
 • Monitor what kids drink; encourage healthier alternatives.
 • Demand restrictions on marketing sodas to children.
 • Develop or support policies to make safe drinking water widely 

available at no cost.
 • Develop or support campaigns to educate parents and children 

about the effects of sodas on teeth. State, national, and international 
dental associations often sponsor campaigns using slogans such as 
“Drinks destroy teeth” and “Sip all day, get decay.”15

Table 6.1 Topic for debate: do sodas cause dental caries?

THE SODA INDUSTRY SAYS ADVOCATES SAY

Many factors other than diet influence  
tooth decay.

Yes they do, but research consistently identifies 
sodas as a major cause.

Tooth decay can be prevented by 
appropriate oral hygiene.

Yes it can, but brushing must be frequent to 
compensate for soda exposure, and not 
everyone can afford toothpaste and brushes.

Tooth decay can be prevented by topical 
fluoride treatment and fluoridating water 
supplies.

Yes it can, but these treatments do not fully 
compensate for frequent soda exposure. They 
are also expensive and not everyone has access 
to them.

It’s up to parents to prevent their children  
from consuming sugary foods and 
drinks.

It’s up to soda companies to stop marketing to 
children, especially in places where children 
are not necessarily under parental supervision.

Tooth decay is declining in many places  
where soda intake is increasing, as a 
result of better oral hygiene, fluoride 
sealants, and dental care.

Tooth decay is increasing in many places where 
sodas are marketed aggressively and preventive 
methods are unavailable or expensive.
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enterprise; every company further down the supply chain depends on get-
ting syrup from the manufacturer.

Most finished soft drinks are sold directly to retailers. Nearly half of all 
U.S. sales are to supermarket chains and retailers such as Walmart and 
Target. The next-largest distribution channel is food service, which ac-
counts for one-fifth of sales. McDonald’s, for example, is such an important 
customer that Coca-Cola has a special division for it. Then come conven-
ience stores, drugstores, gas stations, and other such outlets, which collec-
tively account for more than 10 percent of sales. Vending machines bring 
another 10 percent.

Even this brief description demonstrates that the soda business involves 
many companies with a vested interest in its success. The stakeholders in the 
soda business include the soda companies themselves, of course, but also 
those that supply sugar and other raw ingredients, make syrup, produce 
carbon dioxide, fabricate the cans and bottles, can and bottle the products, 
make dispensers and vending machines, deliver ingredients, and supply and 
service the factories, dispensers, and vending machines. Sodas help support 
the restaurants, convenience stores, grocery stores, sports facilities, and movie 
theaters that sell drinks to customers, as well as the advertising agencies 

Table 7.1 The supply chain for carbonated sodas

COMPANY’S PURPOSE CONTRIBUTION TO SODA PRODUCTION AND SALES

Syrup producer  •  Receives, weighs, and blends flavoring ingredients and 
sweeteners

 •  Manufactures and packages concentrates, beverage bases, and 
syrups

Bottler  • Blends syrup with carbonated water
 • Bottles or cans the products
 • Seals the containers
 • Packages and boxes the sodas for shipping

Distributor Transports bottles, cans, and syrups to:
 • Supermarkets, retailers
 • Food service operations, public and institutional
 • Convenience stores, gas stations
 • Vending machines

Retailer Fountain drinks
 • Blends syrup with carbonated water
 • Serves with ice

Bottles and cans
 • Receives, stocks, sells
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employed to market the products and the media venues in which advertise-
ments appear. In later chapters, I will explain how a seemingly infinite 
number of individuals, nonprofit organizations, educational institutions, 
health and environmental groups, and business associations benefit from 
soda company philanthropy, partnerships, and marketing. Because all of 
these entities depend on sodas for their livelihoods or function, they consti-
tute an unusually wide-ranging support system for Big Soda. Indeed, one of 
Coca-Cola’s guiding rules is to ensure that everyone who touches its prod-
ucts along the way to the consumer should make money doing so. This is a 
business strategy guaranteed to ensure deep and lasting devotion.2

THE GLOBAL SOFT DRINK INDUSTRY

Although the two largest producers—and now bottlers—of sodas are Amer-
ican companies, this industry is decidedly global. In 2012, worldwide sales of 
all kinds of beverages (including bottled water) generated revenues variably 
estimated at from $200 billion to $800 billion, depending on the range of 
beverage products included in the analysis.3

To see where international sales of sugar-sweetened beverages fit into 
this broad context, Table 7.2 lists the percent of total revenue generated by 
various categories of drinks.

Except for bottled water and diet cola, everything else on this list comes 
with added sugars. Together, sugary drinks account for 65 percent of world-
wide sales of all beverages. According to one of the research firms tracking 
such things, the world’s three largest soft drink companies—Coca-Cola, 

Table 7.2 Percent of global revenue generated by 
categories of beverages, 2012

BEVERAGE CATEGORY PERCENT OF TOTAL REVENUE

Carbonated cola 38
Bottled water 19
Carbonated diet cola 16
Other carbonated sodas 9
Lemonade 8
Sports drinks 6
Energy drinks 4

source: Global Soft Drink & Bottled Water Manufacturing, IBISworld, January 
2013.
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PepsiCo, and Coca-Cola FEMSA (the Latin American partner)—generated 
$93 billion in sales in 2012, as shown in Table 7.3.This industry is famously 
profitable. These three companies averaged profits of 19 percent that year, 
but profits are now declining somewhat along with soda sales.

The international soft drink industry, according to business analysts, is 
moderately consolidated, mature (in the business sense), and highly global-
ized. Despite the dominance of Coca-Cola and PepsiCo, the remaining half 
of the global market is shared among countless small brands and private 
labels sold through supermarket chains such as Walmart in the United 
States and Sainsbury in the United Kingdom, or, in developing countries, in 
niche markets catering to local tastes. Consolidation is expected to increase 
as larger companies buy up the more successful smaller ones.

Reflecting the maturity of this industry, the number of companies in-
volved in the business has been declining for years, and further declines are 
expected. Whereas sales of bottled waters, sports drinks, and energy drinks 
are increasing in industrialized countries, sales of sodas are falling. To com-
pensate for this loss, soda companies are increasingly marketing to devel-
oping world economies. Although the United States, Canada, and Mexico 
together produce more than one-third of the world’s soft drinks, and Euro-
pean countries produce almost another third, the remaining third is shared 
among a great many other countries in which opportunities for sales ex-
pansion seem unlimited.

The United States may be the largest market for soft drinks, but other 
leading markets—notably those of China, Brazil, and Mexico—are middle-
income countries. The soda industry expects future growth to derive from 
sales in those three countries as well as in India, Asia, and throughout Africa. 
In Chapter 9, I present a more detailed discussion of international soda mar-
keting, but for now let’s return to how Big Soda operates in the United States.

Table 7.3 Global market share, revenues, and profits from sales of soft drinks, 
Big Soda, 2012

COMPANY MARKET
SHARE, PERCENT

REVENUE,
$ BILLION

PROFIT,
$ BILLION

PROFIT
 

Coca-Cola 25 48 11 23%
PepsiCo 18 34 5 15%
Coca-Cola FEMSA 6 11 2 18%
Average for the 3 companies 49 93 18 19%

source: Global Soft Drink & Bottled Water Manufacturing, IBISWorld, January 2013.
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THE U.S. SODA INDUSTRY

In the United States, many of the companies engaged in beverage manufac-
turing belong to the industry trade group, the American Beverage Associa-
tion (ABA). This association’s role, among others, is to promote the value of 
its member companies to the U.S. economy. The soda industry, it says, “has 
a direct economic impact of $141.22 billion, provides more than 233,000 
jobs, and helps to support hundreds of thousands more that depend, in 
part, on beverage sales for their livelihoods.”4 Moreover, says the ABA, the 
companies and their employees pay more than $14 billion in state taxes and 
nearly $23 billion in federal business and income taxes, and contribute hun-
dreds of millions of dollars to charitable causes. Although the ABA does not 
say so directly, its point is that any public health campaign to reduce soda 
intake will cost jobs and harm the economy. You may recall that cigarette 
companies set the standard for use of such arguments. But in promoting the 
value of their industries to the economy, neither considers the economic or 
personal costs of the diseases their products may cause.

Like the cigarette industry, the U.S. soda industry is dominated by a 
very few companies, in this case Coca-Cola, PepsiCo, and Dr Pepper Snap-
ple. Table 7.4 lists the leading producers of carbonated soft drinks, in rank 
order. In 2014, Coca-Cola led the market with a 42.3 percent share that in-
cludes both diet and regular (sugar-sweetened) beverages, but Coke’s U.S. 
sales represent just 20 percent of the company’s global sales. Pepsi comes 
next, followed by Dr Pepper Snapple, which also markets 7UP in the United 
States (in Europe, 7UP is marketed by PepsiCo.) Other companies hold much 

Table 7.4 The leading U.S. companies that produce 
carbonated sodas, 2014

RANK COMPANY PERCENT VOLUME*

1 Coca-Cola 42.3
2 PepsiCo 27.5
3 Dr Pepper Snapple 17.1
4 Cott Corporation 4.2
5 National Beverage 2.9
6 Monster Beverage 1.7
 All other 4.3

* Refers to all brands made by the company.

source: Adapted from Beverage Digest, March 26, 2015. Coca-Cola 
bought a 16.7% equity stake in Monster Beverage in 2014.
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smaller market shares. In contrast to this industry’s global concentration, 
which is considered moderate, the U.S. soda industry is highly concen-
trated, and remarkably so: the three leading companies control nearly 90 
percent of the market. Just the top two control nearly 70 percent. In 2014, 
Coca-Cola bought a 16.7 percent share of Monster Beverage in a part-
nership clearly designed to further expand the market share of both 
companies.5

What brands do these companies sell? Among hundreds, Table 7.5 lists 
the eight leading brands of carbonated soft drinks in the United States. Six 
of these top brands are sugar-sweetened. In 2014, Coca-Cola’s sugar-sweet-
ened brands (regular Coke, Sprite, and Fanta) together held a market share 
of nearly 26 percent. The two leading sugary Pepsi brands (Pepsi plus 
Mountain Dew) held nearly a 16 percent share. The two other brands in the 
top ten are Diet Mountain Dew and Coke Zero, with shares of about 2 per-
cent each.

Nevertheless, the big news in 2014 was Pepsi-Cola’s replacement of Diet 
Coke at the number two position. Diet Coke had held that rank since 2010, 
but its sales fell by 6.6 percent in the previous year—a result, according to 
Beverage Digest, of consumers’ “withdrawal of enthusiasm for aspartame 
and other legacy diet sweeteners.”6 

This table demonstrates that concentration in the soda industry ex-
tends to specific brands. The leading brands of sugar-sweetened sodas, each 
manufactured by one of the three leading companies, account for almost 
half of all soft drink sales in the United States. Now let’s take a brief look at 
these major players: Coke, Pepsi, Dr Pepper Snapple, and their trade group, 
the American Beverage Association.

Table 7.5 Leading specific U.S. brands of carbonated soft drinks, 2014

SALES RANK BRAND* MARKET SHARE, PERCENT

1 Coca-Cola 17.6
2 Pepsi-Cola 8.8
3 Diet Coke 8.5
4 Mountain Dew (PepsiCo) 6.9
5 Dr Pepper 6.8
6 Sprite (Coca-Cola) 6.0
7 Diet Pepsi 4.3
8 Fanta (Coca-Cola) 2.2

* All are sugar-sweetened except for Diet Coke and Diet Pepsi. Adapted from Beverage 
Digest, March 26, 2015.
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pledges, lobbying with massive resources to stifle government 
action, introducing “safer” products, and simultaneously manipu-
lating and denying both the addictive nature of their products and 
their marketing to children . . . Because obesity is now a major 
global problem, the world cannot afford a repeat of the tobacco 
history, in which industry talks about the moral high ground but 
does not occupy it.7

In Table 8.1, I summarize the strategies used by soda companies to counter 
the threat of obesity to sales and profits. For convenience, I divide the in-
dustry’s methods into four categories. The first, covered in this chapter, 
deals with the efforts of soda companies to position themselves and their 
industry as deeply committed to health and wellness. The second, dis-
cussed in Chapters 9 to 16, demonstrates how soda companies market 

Table 8.1 The soda industry’s four-part playbook in reaction to obesity: summary

1. Emphasize devotion to health and wellness (this chapter)
 • Reframe the issues
 • Divert attention to physical activity
 • Introduce and promote “better for you” products
 • Self-regulate marketing to children
 • Create coalitions to promote the reframed messages
2. Sell to everyone, everywhere (Chapters 9–16)
 • Put millions into advertising and marketing
 • Use celebrities and sports heroes
 • Market to children
 • Market to minorities
 • Market to developing countries
3. Build allies: create conflicts of interest among potential critics (Chapters 17–22)
 • Engage in philanthropy: provide funds for students, athletes, playgrounds, city parks
 •  Form partnerships and alliances with health professional groups, minority groups, 

anti-hunger groups
 • Sponsor nutrition research, athletic and sports activities
 • Engage in and emphasize corporate social responsibility
4. Play hardball: protect corporate interests (Chapters 23–27)
 • Attack the science as “junk”
 • Attack the critics as “nannies”
 • Form advocacy groups posing as “grassroots” (but really “astroturf ”)
 •  Fund campaigns and legal challenges to soda taxes, soda caps, labeling of genetically 

modified foods (GMOs)
 • Fund public relations firms posing as public interest groups
 • Lobby state and federal officials
 • Contribute to election campaigns
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to encourage you. We do this with print advertising. With coupons 
in newspapers. With signs at stadiums and billboards on highways. 
With eye-catching displays in supermarkets and convenience stores. 
With catchy jingles in radio ads. And we do it with television com-
mercials.6

Soda makers sink fortunes into doing these things. For the year 2013, the 
trade magazine Advertising Age reported that Coca-Cola spent $3.3 billion 
to market its products worldwide and Pepsi spent $2.4 billion. Such 
amounts, astronomical as they are, are small percentages of Coke’s $47 bil-
lion and Pepsi’s $66 billion in sales revenues that year. The magazine also 
provides information about companies’ U.S. advertising expenditures for 
specific products, as shown in Table 9.1. In 2014, when global Coke sales fell 
by 1 percent—the first decline since 1999—the company’s CEO, Muhtar 
Kent, assured reporters that Coca-Cola planned to take firm action. The 
company would increase its annual marketing budget to “north of $4 billion.” 
To put this amount in context: in 2014, Coca-Cola’s “north of $4 billion” 
advertising budget equaled or exceeded the gross domestic product of 
twenty-seven countries in the world.7

From these few examples, you can assume that any nationally advertised 
soft drink brand is backed by at least $20 million or so in marketing, and 
more for the more popular brands. Such staggering amounts—$169 million 
to advertise Gatorade, for example—apply only to marketing expenses fun-
neled through U.S. advertising agencies. They do not apply to international 
marketing. They also do not include the additional amounts spent on 

Table 9.1 Advertising expenditures for specific sugary drink 
brands, United States, 2013

SOFT DRINK BRAND U.S. ADVERTISING 
EXPENDITURES, $ MILLIONS

Coca-Cola Company  
 Coca-Cola 202.2
 GlacéauVitaminwater 22.9
 Powerade 18.6
PepsiCo  
 Pepsi 225.0
 Gatorade 169.0
 Mountain Dew 50.4

source: Advertising Age, June 22, 2014.
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By far the fastest-growing venue for soda advertising is the Internet, 
with its display ads, banners, and pop-ups. The companies also have their 
own websites, of course, in multiple versions even within the United States, 
and in multilingual versions for the countries in which they operate. 
Table 9.2 summarizes Coke and Pepsi’s total advertising expenditures for all 
of their products combined, by media channel.

THE SECOND PRINCIPLE: BE STRATEGIC

The marketing philosophy used by soda companies is summarized succinctly 
by Mark Pendergrast in his peerless history of the Coca-Cola Company (see 
Appendix 3). Pendergrast distills thirty-five business lessons from this his-
tory, among them some philosophical approaches to successful marketing:

 • Believe in your product.
 • Develop a mystique (hence the secret formula).
 • Advertise an image, not a product.
 • Appeal to universal human desires.

Coca-Cola’s use of this last approach is particularly effective. To cite just 
one example: Coca-Cola’s Ramadan campaign in 2014, “#OpenUp, pays 
tribute to the holy month by spreading happiness and encouraging people 
to open up to each other, rekindle lost connections and mend unresolved 
tensions.” The videos show stories of how families bond together over 
drinks of Coca-Cola.10

Table 9.2 U.S. advertising expenditures for all products, Coca-Cola and PepsiCo, by 
media channel, 2012*

VENUE COCA-COLA, $ MILLIONS PEPSICO $ MILLIONS

Television   
 Network TV 127 249
 Cable TV 81 324
 Spanish-language TV 21 29
Magazines 34 125
Network & local radio 9 25
Outdoors 27 24
Internet 9 29

* Dollars rounded off.

source: Advertising Age, June 22, 2013.
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THE THIRD PRINCIPLE: BE UBIQUITOUS

Pendergrast offers another lesson: “Make your product widely available.” At 
least since the 1920s, Coca-Cola’s explicit goal has been to ensure that its 
products are always “within arm’s reach of desire.” Beverage makers sell 
products to grocery stores and convenience stores, gas stations, drugstores, 
business supply stores, sports stadiums, concession stands, movie theaters, 
airports, casinos, restaurants, museums, schools, hospitals, prisons, and 
everywhere it can install a vending machine. Marketing methods vary at 
each of these locations and often include promotional spending. Table 9.3 
summarizes the primary sales channels for soda marketing. Most soda cans 
and bottles are sold in supermarkets, mass retailers such as Walmart, and 
convenience stores, in that order. As drug and convenience stores increas-
ingly stock grocery items, they too can be expected to increase promotion 
of bottled and canned drinks.11

THE FOURTH PRINCIPLE: MARKET SODAS BY EVERY MEANS 
POSSIBLE

I still have trouble grasping the comprehensiveness of soda companies’ 
sales strategies. Coke and Pepsi each have a century’s worth of marketing 
experience. From that experience, Pendergrast distills the lessons “Market 
your product wisely,” “Involve your customers,” and “Understand that there 

Table 9.3 The major soda sales channels, 2012

SALES CHANNEL MARKET SHARE, PERCENT 

Off-Premise  
 Supermarkets 27.6
 Mass retailers 11.5
 Convenience stores 9.8
 Drugstores 2.1
 All other 12.0
On-Premise  
 Food service 24.2
 Vending machines 10.7
 All other 2.1

source: Adapted from Beverage Marketing Corporation, Carbonated Soft 
Drinks in the U.S., 2013, Table 8.1.



 Marketing Sugary Drinks 121

Table 9.4 Examples of marketing methods used by soda companies to reach a broad 
range of customers, build brand loyalty, and create a positive brand image

Collectibles Coke and Pepsi sell memorabilia in stores and via websites: cups, 
trays, calendars, toys, photographs, clothing, and pet supplies. 
Dozens of books—field guides, price guides, encyclopedias—
describe these items.

Vending machines Coke “happiness” machines dispense gifts while photographing 
surprised recipients and creating viral videos (U.S.). Coke  
machines dispense “sharing cans” that can be twisted in half 
(Singapore). Coke machines require people in India and  
Pakistan to cooperate to obtain soda. 

Personalized cans Coke replaces its standard branding with 150 popular names, supported 
by media campaigns in the U.K., Israel, and now other countries. 
Machines produce personalized names on-site. 

Social media Coke and Pepsi host multiple websites. In 2012, Coke redesigned its 
main site in magazine format, Coca-Cola Journey, “a multimillion 
dollar effort over multiyears.” Pepsi hosts a corporate site, a global 
site, and a site devoted to beverage facts. Both companies use 
Facebook, Twitter, and other media. Both companies use contests 
and prizes to generate followers and “likes.” 

Military employment Coke pledges 800 job and career opportunities for veterans.
Market research Coke opens Shopper Experience Innovation Center for testing  

marketing strategies in simulated displays; employs facial  
recognition software to track responses.

Marketing training Coke Solutions offers programs, suggestions and tools for increasing 
soda sales in supermarkets, convenience stores, and restaurants.

is no saturation point.” These adages mean that if companies use innovative 
methods, especially those that engage consumers, there should be no limit 
to the amount of soda they can sell. In Table 9.4, I give a few selected ex-
amples of soda industry marketing methods consistent with Pendergrast’s 
advice.

Later chapters cover many additional examples, but I will just mention 
one more here: Coca-Cola’s sponsorship in 2015 of one of London’s premier 
tourist attractions, the enormous Ferris wheel known as the London Eye. 
The Eye used to shine blue at night, but it now shines Coca-Cola red, caus-
ing at least one critic to complain that while most cities were introducing 
anti-obesity initiatives, London had instead chosen “to hand over the single 
biggest advertising hoarding in the city to one of the principal drivers of an 
epidemic that threatens to engulf us and overwhelm the NHS [National 
Health Service].”12
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Table 9.5 Comparison shopping: the retail cost of 12-ounce bottles or cans of Coke or 
Pepsi, August 2013

SALES VENUE PACKAGE COCA- 
COLA  

RETAIL 
PRICE

COCA-  
COLA  

PRICE PER  
12-OUNCE 

UNIT

PEPSI 
RETAIL 
PRICE,  

PEPSI 
PRICE PER 
12-OUNCE  

UNIT

Drugstore 12-pack, cans $6.99 58¢ — —
Gas station 24-pack, cans $7.99 33¢ $7.99 33¢
Walmart 6-pack, cans $2.12 35¢ $1.88 31¢
 8-pack, bottles $4.38 55¢ $3.98 50¢
 12-pack, cans $4.98 42¢ $4.98 42¢
 24-pack, cans $7.98 33¢ $7.98 33¢
 24-pack, bottles $10.98 46¢   
Wegmans 4-pack, bottles — — $3.29 82¢
 6-pack, bottles 5 for $11.00 37¢ — —
 8-pack, bottles $4.49 56¢ $3.99 50¢
 12-pack, cans 3 for $12.99 36¢ 3 for $10.98 31¢
 24-pack, cans — — $7.99 33¢

or do not bother to mark the prices on stacks of soda packs. Without going 
to the checkout counter, I was only able to find retail prices in Walmart with 
the help of two friendly Pepsi employees who were stocking the section. 
Even so, some conclusions should be evident from this table:

 • Some stores carry Coke or Pepsi, but not both, and must have a deal 
with a company.

 • Sodas are more expensive in bottles than in cans.
 • Coke is usually as expensive as or more expensive than Pepsi. (Price 

wars?)
 • Sodas in drugstores are more expensive than those in gas stations or 

Walmart.
 • Prices decrease with increasing number of units (but exceptions are 

frequent).
 • Many packages are priced well below the theoretical 46-cent 

wholesale cost.
 • Comparative shopping is extremely difficult.

On this last point, you need a calculator and a store that is diligent about 
keeping up with shelf labels to figure out the best buy. Do they make the 
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bodega came with an ersatz, pasted-on label that listed ingredients as “Car-
bonated Water, Hig [sic] Fructose, Corn Syrup, and/Or Sugar.” You decide if 
it is worth the much higher price.

Table 9.5 says nothing about vending machines. This is because vend-
ing machines have dispensed 20-ounce—not 12-ounce—drinks since the 
late 1990s. Larger bottles generally cost less per ounce, and their low cost is 
widely advertised. I photographed the sign shown in Figure 9.2 in a New 
Hampshire gas station late in 2012. It advertised four liters of Coke for 
$3.00, but two liters of diet Pepsi or Mountain Dew for the same price. This 
place, unusual in my experience, sold Coke at half the price of Pepsi.

Fountain Drinks

If you can believe it, the basic cost of fountain drinks is even more compli-
cated to compute. In 2012, according to the Beverage Marketing Corpora-
tion, the average wholesale cost of a 5-gallon container of syrup was $35.47. 
Let’s take a breath and work through the math. Mixed with carbonated 
water at ratio of 5 to 1, the syrup makes 30 gallons of soda. This means 3,840 
ounces. The soda gets poured into cups filled at least one-third with ice, so 
a 12-ounce cup contains only about 8 ounces of the original mix. If you are 
still with me, the 5 gallons of syrup could end up filling 480 12-ounce cups 
at a wholesale cost of 7.3 cents each. To this cost must be added that of the 
carbonation, ice, cup, straw, and cover, as well as overhead. These bring the 
cost up to 12 cents or so, the penny-per-ounce figure I quoted in an earlier 
chapter.19 Consider this: fountain drink sellers make money as long as they 
charge more than 1 cent per ounce. To see how this works out for fountain 
drinks at a New York City McDonald’s in August 2013, take a look at 
Table 9.6.

Table 9.6 Retail cost of sodas at McDonald’s, Manhattan, 2013

SIZE OUNCES COST TO 
McDONALD’S

COST TO 
CUSTOMER

PROFIT PER 
DRINK*

Small 16 16¢ $1.39 $1.23
Medium 21 21¢ $1.89 $1.68
Large 32 32¢ $2.29 $1.97

* Cost to customer less cost to McDonald’s.
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These figures, approximate as they are, make it clear why fast-food 
places can offer drinks of any size for a dollar and still make money (see 
Figure 7.1). They also explain why retailers train employees to promote su-
persize servings. To make this point even more forcefully, take a look at 
soda prices in one upscale and one mass-market movie theater in lower 
Manhattan (Table  9.7). Movie theaters derive as much as 40 percent of 
their income from concession stands, and the markup on sodas easily ex-
plains why.

The Film Forum shows foreign, independent, and classic movies. Its 
sodas are all Cokes served in elegantly designed cups, remarkable for their 
comparatively small sizes. The Film Forum “large” is fully 6 ounces smaller 
than the “small” at the Regal Theater, where soda cups are typical of sizes at 
any other multiplex. For fountain drinks, the larger the cup, the higher the 
profit. This is why movie theater owners oppose menu label laws requiring 
them to display calories. If customers knew the calories in soft drinks, they 
might be warned off the larger sizes.

Federal Sugar Price Policies

It is not possible to talk about soda prices without saying something 
about the major reason their prices are so low: federal subsidies and 
price supports. These, to say the least, are also convoluted. The govern-
ment subsidizes corn farmers, thereby reducing the price of HFCS. But it 
also subsidizes the production of ethanol from corn, which depletes corn 
stores and inflates HFCS prices. Even so, HFCS is less expensive than 

Table 9.7 Retail cost of sodas, movie theaters, Manhattan, 2013

SIZE OUNCES COST TO 
THEATER

COST TO 
CUSTOMER

PROFIT*

Film Forum     
 Small 12 12¢ $3.00 $2.88
 Medium 16 16¢ $3.50 $3.33
 Large 24 24¢ $4.25 $4.01
Regal Multiplex     
 Small 30 30¢ $4.75 $4.45
 Medium 44 44¢ $5.25 $4.81
 Large 51 51¢ $5.75 $5.24

* Cost to customer less cost to theaters.
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 sucrose, but the gap has narrowed in recent years. And then there are the 
government’s arcane sugar policies: quotas on domestic beet sugar, but 
tariffs on imported cane and beet sugar. Although both policies maintain 
the cost of sugar at a level higher than world market prices, sugar is still 
not very expensive.20 Relative to the rise in the Consumer Price Index (CPI) 
for fruits, vegetables, and many other foods since 1980, the CPI for sodas 
has also risen, but much more slowly (Figure 9.3). Low prices, please recall, 
encourage consumption.

THE SEVENTH PRINCIPLE: SELL TO EVERYONE

In the next several chapters, I describe how soda companies aim their mar-
keting efforts to target children, minorities, and populations of developing 
countries. Here, I want to briefly mention soda companies’ attempts to engage 
and influence the lesbian, gay, bisexual, and transgender (LGBT) commu-
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Figure 9.3 Trends in the Consumer Price Index (CPI) for all foods, fruits and 
vegetables, and sodas, 1980 to 2013. The soda CPI increased more slowly than that for 
all foods, but much more slowly than the CPI for fruits and vegetables. These values 
from the U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics represent the yearly (twelve-month) average 
CPI for urban consumers, adjusted for inflation, compared to a baseline in the early 
1980s. 
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Ventures, at 12.1 percent, sells an energy drink. This distribution is shown in 
Figure 10.2. Together, advertising by the big three soda companies accounts 
for nearly 49 percent—half—of the total commercials for sugary drinks to 
which kids are exposed.

DO SODA COMPANIES MARKET TO CHILDREN UNDER AGE 12?

In speaking of the “karmic debt” he owed for collaborating on Coke’s mar-
keting to children, former Coca-Cola marketing executive Todd Putman 
noted that the company had a long-standing policy not to directly market to 
children younger than age 12 (my emphasis). But “magically, when they 
would turn 12, we’d suddenly attack them like a bunch of wolves. . . . I would 
say 90 percent of all soft drink marketing is targeted at 12- to 24-year-olds. . . . It 
was how we spent all of our time.”13

I have no idea how widely Putman’s views might be shared by other 
soda company executives, but New York Times reporter Michael Moss 
names one other in his book Salt, Sugar, Fat. Moss describes how Putman’s 
former boss, Jeffrey Dunn, also acknowledged a “karma debt” and the need 

Figure 10.2 Share of money spent on marketing sugary drinks to kids, by company. 
Marketing by Coca-Cola, PepsiCo, and Dr Pepper Snapple for all sweetened drinks (not 
just sodas) accounted for nearly half of children’s exposure to advertising in this category. 
From Sugary Drink Facts, 2011, courtesy of the Rudd Center for Food Policy and Obesity.



 Starting Early 141

Canada video, for example, depicts Canadian soccer stars working with 
teams of clearly thrilled kids, many of whom appear to be junior high age—
over 12, but barely. This particular “Open Happiness” commercial appears to 
be aimed at younger children interested in sports and sports celebrities. So 
are some of the Coke and Pepsi commercials shown during other television 
programs watched by older children or families. These commercials may well 
meet the letter of the “not to under 12” pledge, but not its spirit. To illustrate 
the tenuousness of such arbitrary boundaries, see the marketing examples 
listed in Table 10.1. Would some or all of this marketing appeal to children 
under age 12?16 You decide.

Table 10.1 Coca-Cola and Pepsi marketing activities likely to appeal to children: 
selected examples, 2012–2014

MEDIUM ACTIVITY

Toys Coca-Cola and PepsiCo license logos to hundreds of toys and 
games: toy cars and trucks, puzzles, plush toys, playing cards, 
Barbie dolls, Monopoly sets, savings banks, games, dollhouse 
miniatures, action figures (some with movie tie-ins), lunch boxes, 
comic books, and more. In 2014, Coca-Cola offers patterns for 
Halloween costumes to dress 7.5-ounce cans.

Boy bands Pepsi advertisement features One Direction.
Mobile phones Coca-Cola’s all-digital marketing campaign, “Explore the world of 

AHH,” features online phone apps and games, offers prizes for 
website ideas.

Websites Coca-Cola’s partnership with the World Wildlife Fund, “Arctic 
Home,” features baby polar bears. Pepsi’s “Live for Now”  campaign 
targets global teenagers with music and entertainment, digital 
innovation, events, and interactive partnerships.

Fast food menu Coca-Cola’s promotion partnership with McDonald’s offers “child” 
fountain drink.

Dispensing machines Coca-Cola illustrates dispensing and vending machines with 
 characters from Dr. Seuss books.

Community events Coca-Cola sponsors “Kids Night” at Sioux Falls raceway, featuring 
race car rides, prizes. Coke sponsors  “all-you-can-eat (and 
drink)” ice cream safari, annual benefit for Sacramento Zoo with 
entertainment and face painting for kids; it supports the Boston 
Museum of Science and runs ads on delivery trucks showing 
parents and children at the museum.

Sports events Coca-Cola sponsors tennis clinic for teenagers in  Atlanta.
Television Coca-Cola sponsors American Idol, widely watched by families 

 (discontinued in 2015).
Share-a Coke campaign Coca-Cola issues cans and bottles with personal names as well as 

“Mama,” “Papa,” and “Grandma.”
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Congress should enact legislation. The American Academy of Pediatrics 
also called for regulations on food marketing to kids.5 Neither, however, 
had anywhere near the power to induce Congress to act.

But the FTC did respond. It urged CARU to take more forceful, if vol-
untary, actions against inappropriate marketing, and to develop nutrition 
standards, also voluntary, for foods that could be advertised to children. As 
discussed in Chapter 10, the FTC conducted a review of the extent of tele-
vised food advertising to children, required food companies to disclose 
how much money they were spending on children’s food advertising, and 
did a follow-up study two years later. These studies demonstrated that 
self-regulation had led to some useful changes in direct paid advertising, 
but the indirect, “under the radar” methods of marketing to children had 
proliferated. Early in 2009, these findings led Congress, under the new ad-
ministration of President Barack Obama, to authorize the FTC to create 
and lead a federal Interagency Working Group (IWG) to develop voluntary 
nutrition standards for food marketing to children.6 Because the sequence 
of these events can be difficult to follow, Table 11.1 summarizes them.

Table 11.1 Time line of events in the history of unsuccessful attempts to regulate food 
marketing to children in the United States, 1970 to 2014

YEAR EVENT

1970 Action for Children’s Television petitions Federal Communications Commission (FCC) 
to ban advertising during children’s programs. FCC denies petition on grounds that 
such programs depend on advertising for their existence.

1974 Better Business Bureau and advertising industry establish the Children’s Advertising 
Review Unit (CARU) to promote and self-regulate responsible children’s 
 advertising.

1978 Federal Trade Commission (FTC) proposes bans on TV advertising to children under age 
8 and on commercials for sugary foods to children of any age. Stakeholder industries 
protest, vigorously.

1980 Congress passes FTC Improvement Act; removes FTC authority to regulate food adver-
tising to children; stops further advocacy efforts for twenty-five years.

2005 Institute of Medicine (IOM) publishes Marketing to Children and Youth: Threat or Opportunity; 
says companies must implement voluntary regulation within two years or Congress should 
regulate.

2006 American Academy of Pediatrics deems self- regulation ineffective; says Congress should 
ban junk food advertising aimed at young children. FTC urges CARU to take more 
forceful action on self-regulation and to  develop nutrition standards. Council of 
Better Business Bureaus launches Children’s Food and Beverage Advertising Initiative 
(CFBAI) to shift the mix of foods advertised to  children under age 12 to healthier  
options, but its  nutrition criteria do not apply to sodas.

(continued )
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THE IWG FIASCO

When President Obama took office, advocates had every reason to be opti-
mistic that the FTC not only would issue nutrition standards for marketing 
to children but also would enforce them. Shortly before the election, the 
Washington Post had asked presidential candidates about their positions on 
childhood obesity. To the question “Would you support national regulation 
of food advertising and marketing to children?” Obama replied:

YEAR EVENT

2007 FTC reviews the extent of televised food advertising to children.
2008 FTC orders forty-four companies to provide data on how much they spend on marketing 

to children; publishes estimate of $1.6 billion; says self-regulation has gaps. International 
Council of Beverage Associations publishes marketing guideline for its member 
 organizations. Coke and Pepsi commit to stop buying TV ads aimed at audiences with 
more than 50 percent of children under age 12.

2009 Industry report says Coke and Pepsi 96 percent in compliance with TV guidelines;  
100  percent in compliance with print and Internet  guidelines. Congress directs FTC  
to establish an Interagency Working Group (IWG) with three other federal agencies—
FDA, USDA, and CDC—to set voluntary nutrition  standards for food and beverage 
marketing to children. IWG issues preliminary standards. Industry protests ensue.

2010 White House Task Force on Childhood Obesity calls for uniform nutrition standards; 
says if voluntary efforts are ineffective, federal regulation should be considered. Pepsi 
announces “strict science-based criteria” for advertising to children under age 12. 
Center for Science in the Public Interest (CSPI) calls for voluntary uniform nutrition 
standards for food marketing to children by 2012, or else for government regulations.

2011 FTC opens IWG report to public comment. American Academy of Pediatrics issues 
policy statement calling for ban on junk-food advertising during children’s television 
hours. Congress holds hearings, blocks IWG from releasing voluntary nutrition 
standards until it can demonstrate that benefits justify costs. Pepsi promises not to 
advertise to audiences of more than 35 percent children under age 12.

2012 FTC publishes follow-up report on advertising to children by forty-eight companies—$1.79 
billion, half aimed at children under age 11; concludes that industry has made some 
progress, but could do better. Legal advocates say FTC has the authority to regulate food 
marketing to children; urge FTC to act more forcefully. Coke promises not to advertise 
to audiences of more than 35 percent children under age 12.

2013 IOM issues follow-up report; says setting limits on food marketing to children is public 
health priority of highest order. Coca-Cola issues policy on global self-regulation of 
marketing to children under age 12.

2014 Better Business Bureau’s CFBAI report on compliance and progress finds soda companies 
to be meeting their self-regulatory commitments.

Table 11.1 Continued



150 SODA POLITICS

 • Soda marketing undermines the school environment.
 • Marketing undermines parental authority over food choices.
 • Soda company self-regulatory policies provide easily evaded 

loopholes.
 • Self-regulation is demonstrably ineffective in protecting children 

from harm.

On this basis, federal regulation is essential and should include independ-
ently determined nutrition standards that apply to all companies, all prod-
ucts, and all media. Because teenagers bear the brunt of soda marketing, 
regulations should apply to all children up to the age of 18.

Engage in the Debate

Table 11.2 summarizes the principal arguments for and against setting clear 
limits on what food and drink marketers do or say to encourage children to 
desire, ask for, and consume their products.

Table 11.2 Topic for debate: the federal government should regulate food marketing to 
children

SODA COMPANIES SAY ADVOCATES SAY

Self-regulation is sufficient. Self-regulation policies do not include nutrition 
standards and should apply to teenagers as well 
as young children.

Evaluations find that soda companies fully 
comply with marketing policies.

Those are industry-paid evaluations. Independent 
investigations reveal that children are still 
 subjected to a barrage of advertising through 
other channels.

The First Amendment protects our right to 
market to children.

The First Amendment does not permit deceptive 
marketing or promotion of products harmful to 
children.

Congress passed a law in 1980 expressly 
forbidding the FTC from restricting 
food advertising to children.

Obesity was not as prevalent a problem in 1980 as 
it is today; Congress needs to bring the law up 
to date.

Marketing to children is legal. Marketing to children may be legal, but is not 
ethical; children are unable to evaluate  marketing 
messages and are especially influenced by 
 advertising.

Adolescents can make their own decisions. Adolescents are exceptionally subject to peer 
 pressure and lack impulse control.

The government should not be involved in 
personal food choice.

Corporations should not have the power to 
 promote unhealthful food choices.
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reaching children. Food companies’ reliance on self-regulation implies that 
they know perfectly well that their products harm children. But what can 
they do? No regular soda can ever meet a nutritional standard for sugars, 
and companies do not want to stop marketing to children if doing so re-
duces sales and profits.

When the advocacy group Center for Science in the Public Interest 
(CSPI) evaluated food companies’ responsible marketing pledges in 2010, it 
gave both Coca-Cola and PepsiCo a dismal grade of C+—in sharp contrast 
to the industry-funded A+ Accenture assessment. In CSPI’s view, the com-
panies were doing a good job of adhering to their own policies, but those 
policies were too weak and full of loopholes to be taken seriously. System-
atic reviews of the evidence have come to similar conclusions: children are 
still subjected to massive amounts of soda marketing, whether aimed di-
rectly at them or not. Because self-regulation is ineffective, policy action is 
needed.16 But in the current political climate, such action is unlikely. Advo-
cates must look for other ways to curb food marketing to children. They can 
continue to hold soda companies accountable for their promises, but also 
consider mounting legal challenges when opportunities arise, and look for 
other ways to try to deal with the problem at the local or state levels.

Use Legal Approaches
Frustrated by congressional inaction, lawyers and legal advocacy groups 
have begun to explore ways to use legal strategies to address childhood 

Figure 11.1 Coca-Cola’s global policy on marketing to children, 2013. The policy 
applies only to paid advertising specifically aimed at children under age 12. It does not 
apply to other forms of marketing discussed in Chapter 10, or to marketing aimed at 
older children or adults but still accessible to younger children.



Table 12.1 Selected events in the history of attempts to get soft drinks out of schools, 
1946 to 2014

YEAR EVENT

1946 Congress passes National School Lunch Act to promote use of surplus agricultural 
commodities in school meals as a means to improve the nutritional status of   
low-income children.

1966 Congress passes Child Nutrition Act; requires USDA to develop regulations for 
nutritional quality of school meals.

1970 Congress amends 1966 act to give USDA authority to control sales of competitive foods 
until the end of the school lunch period in or near school cafeterias during 
mealtimes; allows anything typically served in school meals to be sold competitively 
at other times and places. Effect: bans competitive foods from schools. Soda trade 
associations object, sue, win ruling that USDA had exceeded its authority.

1972 Congress repeals the 1970 authorization; permits sales of competitive foods during 
mealtimes if proceeds benefit schools or school groups; prohibits USDA from 
regulating competitive foods; transfers authority to state and local education 
boards. Effect: deregulates federal oversight of competitive foods.

1977 Congress restores USDA’s regulatory authority over competitive foods but demands 
assurances that USDA will not ban sodas and snacks.

1978 USDA proposes rules restricting foods of minimal nutritional value—soft drinks, 
water ices, chewing gum, and certain candies—from the beginning of the school 
day until after the last lunch period; withdraws proposal in response to objections 
about its scope of authority.

1979 USDA re-proposes rules; PepsiCo organizes letter-writing campaign opposing USDA 
authority.

1980 USDA issues final rules banning vending of foods of minimal nutritional value until 
the end of the school lunch period. National Soft Drink Association sues to 
overturn “arbitrary and capricious” regulations; loses, appeals, and wins in 1983.

1983 U.S. appeals court rules that USDA cannot impose “time and place” restrictions on 
sales of competitive foods.

1985 USDA revises rules to prohibit sales of competitive foods of minimal nutritional value 
during lunch periods in cafeterias and to permit sales of sodas and other such 
foods at all other times and places with no restrictions on allocation of revenues. 
Effect: increases sales of competitive foods.

1990 Advocacy groups call for restrictions or bans on competitive foods.
1994 Sen. Patrick Leahy (D-Vt.) introduces bill to restrict or ban school sales of soft drinks 

and other foods of minimal nutritional value. Soda lobbyists testify against 
restrictions. Congress reaffirms 1985 rules. Soda companies establish exclusive 
“pouring rights” contracts with colleges and universities.

1995 Center for Science in the Public Interest (CSPI) petitions USDA to require competitive 
foods to meet nutrition standards. USDA says agency has no authority to regulate 
food sales outside food service areas.

1998 Soda companies offer pouring rights contracts to elementary schools as well as to 
junior high and high schools. CSPI publishes Liquid Candy; urges schools to stop 
selling soft drinks.

(continued )
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YEAR EVENT

2000 Advocates induce at least 30 school districts to refuse to accept pouring rights contracts.
2003 Coca-Cola issues voluntary guidelines; suggests not selling sodas in elementary schools.
2004 Congress passes act requiring local school districts to develop wellness policies by 2006.
2005 American Beverage Association (ABA) announces new vending machine policy to 

provide lower-calorie drinks to schools. Congress directs the Centers for Disease 
Control and Prevention (CDC) to ask the Institute of Medicine (IOM) to 
recommend nutrition standards for competitive foods as well as school meals.

2006 Clinton Foundation and American Heart Association form Alliance for a Healthier 
Generation; forge voluntary agreement with ABA to keep vending machines in 
schools but remove full-sugar sodas. ABA issues school beverage guideline: no 
more than 66 calories per 8 ounces (100 calories per 12 ounces).

2007 IOM issues report on nutrition standards for school food; recommends that 
competitive foods comply with Dietary Guidelines. Soda industry agrees to support 
federal legislation to remove full-sugar sodas from schools.

2009 IOM issues report on nutrition standards for school meals.
2010 First Lady Michelle Obama launches Let’s Move! campaign to improve school food. 

White House Task Force on Childhood Obesity recommends improvements in 
school meals. Congress passes the Healthy, Hunger-Free Kids Act; authorizes 
USDA to set nutrition standards for all foods sold in schools.

2011 Congress puts language in appropriations act blocking the USDA from setting volume 
or frequency restrictions on tomato paste and french fries in school meals.

2012 USDA releases nutrition standards for school meals based on IOM reports. Objections 
from industry and some school districts ensue.

2013 USDA eases off on meal standards. Releases rules for nutrition standards for 
competitive foods. These exclude full-sugar sodas but allow high schools to sell 
sodas containing no more than 40 calories per 8 ounces. Effect: full-sugar sodas 
cannot be sold in schools except when states allow them in “infrequent” fundraisers 
or outside the school day. The meaning of “infrequent” is delegated to schools.

2014 Members of Congress introduce bills to weaken or eliminate school nutrition 
standards. School Nutrition Association (SNA) asks Congress to delay 
implementation. Former SNA presidents write letter supporting the standards. 
USDA finds most schools to be in compliance with new standards.

By the 1960s, school officials, health authorities, and even Congress had 
come to recognize that sales of sodas and junk foods were competing with 
student participation in the meal programs. When Congress first tried to 
ban competitive foods from schools, soda companies objected and sued the 
USDA. Bans, they said, were outside the scope of the USDA’s mandate and 
constituted an “arbitrary and capricious exercise of authority,” words used 
to this day by soda industry lawyers. The courts agreed. This meant that the 
USDA’s policy on competitive foods had only one restriction: sodas and 

Table 12.1 Continued



166 SODA POLITICS

they reflect the sponsor’s interests. They might mention, for example, that 
all beverages count toward hydration, or they might emphasize physical ac-
tivity or state that individuals are entirely responsible for food choices. The 
center urges policy makers to prohibit advertising in schools.23 But, as the 
Maine study indicated, prohibitions are unlikely to be effective unless 
schools actively enforce the rules and hold companies accountable.

Soda Company School Marketing Policies

Coca-Cola and PepsiCo both have issued policies on marketing to children 
in schools. Coca-Cola’s says:

As a global business, we respect and recognize the unique learning 
environment of schools and believe in commercial-free classrooms 
for children. We will make every attempt not to commercially ad-
vertise in primary schools, and we will not offer our beverages for 
sale in primary schools. If requested to do so by parents and care-
givers or school authorities to meet hydration needs, we will en-
deavor to meet those requests.24

Ah yes, hydration. That argument is why the requirement for free, potable 
water in schools is so critical. PepsiCo’s school marketing policy also says 

Table 12.2 Soda company activities aimed at schools, selected examples, 2013–2014

COMPANY ACTIONS AIMED AT ENGAGING SCHOOLS

Coca-Cola Provided toolkit for teachers who bring classes to World of Coca-Cola in Atlanta 
explaining how visits can help meet state performance standards.

 My Coke Rewards for Schools (now discontinued) encouraged families to collect 
bottle caps with codes for points that could be redeemed for school support. 
The current program encourages Twitter followers to use points for sports 
and music events.

 Scholars Foundation offers college scholarships to high school students involved 
in civic engagement.

 $500,000 award to Abyssinian Development Corporation to establish a student 
media center in New York City’s Bread & Roses Integrated Arts High School.

PepsiCo Refresh program (now discontinued) invited school groups to compete for 
grants voted on by website viewers.

 Recruited Nebraska high school marching band for Super Bowl video; provided 
free concert in return.

 Greenville County, SC, schools awarded 25 Pepsi-Greenville Golf Tournament 
scholarships to 25 seniors.
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Take Action

If you would like to get sodas out of your children’s school, you can:

 • Visit the school and observe the marketing and sales environment 
for sodas.

 • Ask for a balance sheet for net revenue. Find out how much profit 
the school actually makes from soda sales (principals may only look 
at gross revenue and overlook expenses).

 • Meet with the principal, teachers, and other parents to express your 
concerns and generate support.

 • Meet with the school board to encourage policy changes.
 • Write letters to local newspapers to publicize the issue and generate 

support.
 • Join the campaigns (see Appendix 1).

Table 12.3 Topic for debate: sodas and soda marketing should be banned from schools

OPPONENTS SAY ADVOCATES SAY

Sodas are already out of schools. Sodas can be sold at sports events and fund-
raisers and are still marketed in schools; lower-
calorie sodas are still sold in high schools.

Banning soda sales reflects “nanny state” 
government; schools are making choices 
for which students should be responsible.

Schools have a responsibility to promote kids’ 
health and foster learning; kids learn better 
when they eat more healthfully.

It’s unfair to restrict kids’ choices. It’s unfair to encourage kids to pay for their 
education by buying sodas.

Schools need the revenues from soda sales. Studies show that profits from soda sales are quite 
low. Health should be placed above profit.

It’s not fair if kids can’t celebrate events and 
sports with sodas.

Healthier beverage options are available and 
preferable.

Soda companies do so much for our schools 
and schoolchildren.

Soda companies have only one goal: to sell sodas.

It’s unfair to single out sodas as a problem 
in schools. Other foods also contribute 
to obesity.

Sodas provide empty calories. Kids learn better 
and are healthier when they consume healthier 
beverages.
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this, I organize advocacy suggestions by place, starting with supermarkets 
and then moving on to homes, restaurants, neighborhoods, means of trans-
portation, and schools. Since this entire chapter is about how to advocate, I 
think it’s useful to begin with a quick summary of what kids need to know.

UNDERSTAND THE ISSUE

From 1977 to 1996, soda consumption increased among children. So did the 
frequency of consumption, the size of the average drinks, and the daily 
intake of soda sugars and calories. Childhood obesity went up in parallel. 
The good news is that since then, most kids—and some adults—have been 
cutting down on sugary drinks. One California study reports that con-
sumption of sodas has fallen by about 30 percent among younger children. 
But the not-so-good news is that teens are drinking more soda, perhaps 
because so much marketing targets them, particularly those who are Afri-
can American or Hispanic (Chapter 14 says more about this).2 Some parents 
are still giving sodas to very young children, as shown in Table 13.1.

Sugary drinks are still the third-leading source of calories in kids’ diets. 
Only two other food categories contribute more—what the government 
calls “grain-based desserts” (cakes, pies, cookies, Pop-Tarts, donuts) and, if 
you can believe it, pizza. Kids who habitually drink sodas gain more weight 
and are more likely to develop obesity-associated risk factors for heart dis-
ease.3 From these findings alone, we can safely conclude that kids’ diets 
could use improvement. Cutting down on sodas is a good way to start.

The reasons for this are well established. Reducing soda intake means 
reducing intake of sugars. Sodas alone account for one-third of kids’ daily 
sugar intake.4 The basic facts:

Table 13.1 Calories from sugary drinks consumed per day by 
boys and girls of different ages*

AGE, YEARS AVERAGE CALORIES PER DAY BOYS GIRLS

2–5 69 75 63
6–11 118 128 108
12–19 225 278 175

* The calories in this table are averages; some kids consume much more.

source: BK Kit et al., “Trends in sugar-sweetened beverage consumption among 
youth and adults in the United States: 1999–2010,” American Journal of Clinical 
Nutrition 2013;98(1):180–88.
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sugars. Other beverages can have just as much. Ask kids to look for sugars 
listed on the labels of energy drinks, sports drinks, bottled teas, lemonade, 
fruit drinks, flavored waters, and fruit juices.

 • Which drinks have the most sugars?
 • Do these drinks have any nutritional value? [Some do, some don’t. It 

depends on how much juice they contain.]
 • Why do food companies make so many sugary drinks? [People like 

them and they make money for the companies.]
 • Why do fruit juices have so much sugar? [Fruit is naturally sweet, 

but juices made from concentrate sometimes are diluted with less 
water to make them even sweeter.]

HOME INVESTIGATIONS

Sodas consumed at home are the single largest source of sugars in kids’ 
diets. The easiest way to discourage soda drinking at home is to declare the 
home a “soda-safe” environment. Make sure you have drinking water avail-
able, refrigerated if your kids like it cold. For treats, supply 100 percent fruit 
juices in small amounts. Because fruit juices have just as much sugar as 
sodas, the American Academy of Pediatrics recommends a limit of 6 ounces 
per day for children 1 to 6 years, and up to 12 ounces a day for children age 
7 to 18.5 A reasonable guideline for sweetened drinks other than 100 percent 
fruit juice is the USDA’s standard for schools: no more than 60 calories per 
12 ounces.

Do Some Experiments

While you are at home, you can have your kids do some experiments with 
sodas and their sugars.

Table 13.2 Some common names for sugars on food labels

Cane juice Fruit juice concentrate Molasses
Corn syrup Glucose Nectars
Dextrose Honey Pancake syrup
Evaporated cane juice Lactose Sucrose
Fructose Maple syrup Agave sugar
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Similar results might be expected for minority children, who consume 
more calories from sodas than white children and are often heavier, but few 
studies have examined soda consumption in children by race or ethnicity. 
One study found minority children to consume more sodas at home, but this 
pattern did not correlate with obesity. Among adults, links between sodas 
and obesity are easier to demonstrate. African and Hispanic Americans 
(particularly Mexican Americans) display a higher prevalence of overweight 
and obesity than their white counterparts. As shown in Table 14.2, the prev-
alence of obesity is highest in African American adults, but the combined 
prevalence of overweight and obesity is highest in Mexican Americans.5

Obesity is a principal risk factor for type 2 diabetes, and you might guess 
that its prevalence is higher among African Americans and Hispanics than in 
whites. You would be right. Its prevalence is nearly twice as high, as shown in 
Table 14.3. The table provides percentages for cases of diabetes that have been 
diagnosed by a doctor. Type 2 diabetes does not always come with symptoms 
that send people to doctors, and many people do not know they have the 

Table 14.1 Self-reports of soda drinking habits, adults, 2011

GROUP DRINK DIET 
COLA, 

PERCENT

DRINK REGULAR 
(SUGAR-SWEETENED) 

COLA, PERCENT

NUMBER OF 
REGULAR COLAS 
CONSUMED PER 

WEEK

All 36 58 5
White 39 55 5
Hispanic 25 68 6
African American 22 69 7

source: Adapted from Mintel, “Carbonated Soft Drinks—US—February 2012.”

Table 14.2 Prevalence of obesity and combined overweight and obesity in U.S. adults, 
2009–2010*

GROUP OBESE, PERCENT OVERWEIGHT AND OBESE, 
PERCENT

All adults 36 69
White 34 68
African American 50 77
Hispanic American 39 77
Mexican American 40 80

* Percentages are rounded off. Overweight: BMI of 25–29.9. Obesity: BMI of 30 or more. BMI is weight in 
kilograms divided by the square of height in meters.

source: KM Flegal et al., “Prevalence of obesity and trends in the distribution of body mass index among US 
adults, 1999–2010,” JAMA 2012;307(5):491–97.
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condition. The figures in the second column represent an estimate of the per-
centage of the population with undiagnosed as well as diagnosed diabetes.6

TARGETED SODA MARKETING: THE PRE-OBESITY ERA

To discuss soda companies’ relationships with minority communities, it is 
convenient to divide the history into two distinct eras: before and after the 
recognition of obesity as an especially acute problem for these groups. In 
the pre-obesity era, some members of minority groups considered access to 
soft drinks—and to soda companies’ offers of employment, partnerships, 
endorsements, marketing, and philanthropic grants—to be prized symbols 
of acceptance by an otherwise discriminatory and exclusionist mainstream 
society. To the extent that members of minority groups perceive soda com-
panies as supporters of their communities, such favorable views persist. 
Recent public health efforts to reduce soda consumption have forced a re-
examination of these relationships, especially when prominent minority 
organizations strongly support soda companies’ fights against public health 
measures (Chapters 25 to 27).

From the time sodas were invented in the late 1800s until the middle of 
the twentieth century, the American population was racially segregated in the 
North as well as the South. Soda fountains also were segregated. Once sodas 
were sold in bottles, however, anyone could buy them. During the Great De-
pression of the 1930s, Pepsi began selling its 12-ounce soda for the same nickel 
as a 6.5-ounce Coke, a strategy designed to appeal to the poor. When Walter 
Mack took over Pepsi in 1938, he deliberately set out to make Pepsi more 
widely available to the “Negro market.” Pepsi recruited African American 
interns during World War II and, most remarkably, opened integrated 
canteens for those serving overseas, this at a time when U.S. military services 

Table 14.3 Diagnosed and undiagnosed diabetes among American adults, 2010

GROUP DIAGNOSED, PERCENT DIAGNOSED PLUS 
UNDIAGNOSED, PERCENT

All 8 11
White 7 11
African American 13 19
Hispanic American 12 Insufficient data to estimate

source: National Diabetes Clearinghouse, 2011.
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target Hispanic children through advertisements on Spanish-language tele-
vision that feature soccer and Spanish-speaking celebrities. Hispanic chil-
dren also see soda advertisements on English-language television, but 
more soda advertising is aimed at them than at non-Hispanic children. The 
same is true of advertising aimed at African American children. As a result, 
African American children visit soda websites more than do white children 
and see more soda commercials on television and elsewhere.22 As for mi-
nority adults, soda companies reach them through advertisements and 
sponsored events featuring athletes and celebrities, and through music con-
certs, cultural festivals, dance competitions, and business and professional 
conferences. Table  14.4 gives a few examples of such marketing activities 
in 2013.

Soda companies also produce posters and publications aimed at pro-
moting cultural values, as shown in Figure 14.3. Because these activities are 
typically sponsored by foundations established by Coca-Cola or PepsiCo, 
they appear as philanthropy, not marketing. But even these few examples 
reveal that the line between philanthropy and marketing is blurred. Both 
aim to promote brand loyalty and increase soda sales.23 As discussed in 
Chapter 5, the connections between soda marketing, soda sales, soda con-
sumption, increased calorie intake, and obesity are well established.

Table 14.4 Soda company marketing initiatives aimed at minority groups, selected 
examples, 2013–2015

SODA COMPANY MARKETING INITIATIVE

Coca-Cola Sponsors Mexican soccer team at the Latino World Cup
 Sponsors Essence Festival
 Partners with the United Negro College Fund in Pay it Forward 

program, which offers apprenticeship experiences to youth
 Celebrates Hispanic Heritage Month through scholarships for Hispanic 

high school students
 Sponsors Ohio Hispanic Economic Development Summit
 Recruits artist to create portfolio of posters for black history month
 Issues special bottle commemorating the 50th anniversary of the civil 

rights movement.
PepsiCo Sponsors Student Business Case Competition finale event for the 

National Society of Hispanic MBAs
 Sponsors 20th annual Black Enterprise/Pepsi Golf & Tennis Challenge
 Develops campaign, Familias de Campeones, to build relationships with 

Latino football fans
 Gives $1 million grant to Los Angeles Plaza de la Cultura y Artes to 

develop an edible teaching garden and culinary arts program
Introduces “Pepsi Limon” in 2015
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to be given by the first Supreme Court justice of Hispanic origin, Sonia So-
tomayor. This protest prompted a reporter to comment that “a long-running 
dispute between Yale University and some of its alumni over the university’s 
connections to PepsiCo . . . has—in a way—reached the Supreme Court.”26

Another example involves the celebrated African American singer Be-
yoncé Knowles. As the most famous supporter of First Lady Michele Obama’s 
Let’s Move! initiative, she has come under fire for her appearances in Pepsi 
commercials. In 2012, she accepted a $50 million, multiyear deal with Pepsi 
that put her face on soda cans (see Figure 14.4). Her explanation: “Pepsi em-
braces creativity and understands that artists evolve. . . . As a businesswoman, 
this allows me to work with a lifestyle brand with no compromise and 
without sacrificing my creativity.” Although the Pepsi deal put her in conflict 
with the goals of Let’s Move! and prompted calls for her to be “disinvited” 
from singing the national anthem at President Obama’s inauguration, the 
White House continued to work with her.27

As soda companies compete more intensely for the minority market, 
they sometimes end up taking risks that get them in trouble. Pepsi, for ex-
ample, recruited two rap musicians, Tyler the Creator and Lil Wayne, to 
make edgy Mountain Dew commercials that would “go viral.” Objections 
that the commercials used vulgar, sexist, and racist language and images 

Table 14.5 Selected examples of minority community groups receiving philanthropic 
support from the Coca-Cola Foundation, 2011

100 Black Men of Atlanta
Abyssinian Development Corporation
Cesar Chavez Foundation
Chicago Urban League
Congressional Hispanic Caucus Institute
Hispanic Foundation of Silicon Valley
Hispanic Heritage Foundation
National Council of La Raza
National Alliance for Hispanic Health
National Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP)
National Association of Hispanic Journalists
National Association of Hispanic Nurses
National Black Caucus of State Legislators
National Black Nurses Association
National Coalition of 100 Black Women
National Council of Negro Women
National Minority Supplier Development Council
National Puerto Rican Coalition
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capitalism in a bottle.”4 President Obama’s relaxation of Cuban trade restric-
tions in 2014 and terrorist nation status in 2015 seemed likely to leave North 
Korea as the last remaining country where Coca-Cola cannot be sold.

PepsiCo also says it sells products in more than two hundred countries, 
but its international sales account for only 35 percent of profits. It too in-
vests in emerging and developing markets. It is the leading food and bev-
erage business in Russia, India, and the Middle East, the second-leading 
business in Mexico, and among the top five in Brazil and Turkey.5

Investment analysts view the soda industry as straddling two worlds: 
the stagnating markets of North America and Europe and the rapidly emerg-
ing economies of Latin America and Asia. The biggest drivers of sales growth 
are countries with large populations in middle stages of development—
Brazil, Russia, India, and China, four countries so critical that they are known 
collectively as BRIC or, with South Africa, BRICS. Soda companies view the 
Middle East and Africa, where per capita consumption is still very low, as the 
“new regional hot spots.”6

Because of their enormous populations, China and India are obvious 
targets for soda marketing. In 2014, strong sales growth in China—especially 
from small, inexpensive bottles—helped Coca-Cola exceed its quarterly 
revenue estimates. The company announced plans to invest more than $4 
billion in China from 2015 to 2017. In India, it had opened fifty-eight bot-
tling plants by the end of 2013. It invested in research on how to reach con-
sumers in Africa, and committed to spend $12 billion on marketing to that 
continent by 2020. PepsiCo also has promised to invest $5.5 billion in India 
and $5 billion in Mexico by 2020.7

Table 15.1 The leading world markets for soft 
drinks (all kinds), 2013

COUNTRY SALES, $ BILLION

United States 176
Japan 86
China 67
Brazil 43
Germany 37
Mexico 37
United Kingdom 21
Italy 20
Spain 19
France 19

source: Adapted from Euromonitor International, 2013.
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Concerns about obesity and its consequences do not enter into such 
investment decisions except to the extent that health campaigns might 
reduce growth in sales. The Indian public health community has already 
issued warnings about the potential effect of increased soda consumption on 
obesity. It and other Asian populations with low soda consumption still dis-
play relatively little obesity. But even small increases in body weight are 
associated with type 2 diabetes among Asians, and the prevalence of the dis-
ease is rising rapidly in those countries. Table 15.2 mixes data from different 
sources in different years to get an overview of how per capita soda produc-
tion relates to the prevalence of obesity in the top-ten emerging interna-
tional markets. The table shows that the more soda produced and available 
in a country, the higher its prevalence of obesity. Given its high soda con-
sumption, Brazil would be expected to have a higher prevalence of obesity 
than it now displays. By all reports, it soon will.8 At the very least, soda con-
sumption reflects an overall dietary pattern that predisposes to weight gain.

International Marketing Methods

Although individuals in emerging and developing countries may have little 
money to spend, marketing to them makes good business sense. Small 

Table 15.2 Top-ten emerging markets for foods and beverages, carbonated soda 
availability, and prevalence of obesity

RANKa COUNTRYa ESTIMATED  
SALES GROWTH, 

PERCENT,  
2012–2017a

SODA 
PRODUCTION,  

12-OUNCE 
SERVINGS, PER 
CAPITA, 2012b

OBESITY, 
PERCENT, 2008c

1 China 8 25 6
2 India 5 8 2
3 Russia 4 86 27
4 Brazil 2 240 19
5 Indonesia 4 10 5
6 South Korea 4 76 8
7 Malaysia 3 50 14
8 Mexico 2 413 32
9 South Africa 3 188 31

10 Turkey 2 133 28

sources: a Food and Drink Europe, May 28, 2013.
b Euromonitor International, Total Volume Carbonates (includes diet and regular carbonated sodas).
c Central Intelligence Agency. The World Factbook, 2008: Obesity.
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The Marketing Challenges: Political

Soda companies engage in a broad range of marketing strategies not only 
to promote sales but also to reduce the considerable risks of selling prod-
ucts in cultures and political systems decidedly different from those of the 
United States. Any company that does business overseas has to cope with 
trade restrictions, political instability, and fluctuations in the value of the 
dollar, as well as profound cultural misunderstandings. In 2013, for example, 
Coca-Cola conducted a marketing campaign in Israel involving placement 
of 150 popular first names on its cans. Although about 1.5 million Arabs live 

Table 15.3 Soda marketing initiatives in developing countries, selected examples, 
2012–2014

COUNTRY SODA MARKETING INITIATIVES

Brazil Coca-Cola Brazil and the Coca-Cola Foundation invest $2.1 million in programs 
to expand opportunities for African-Brazilians. Coca-Cola sponsors the FIFA 
World Cup games, as it has since 1978.

China Pepsi CEO opens new bottling plant in Zhengzhou; opens new food and 
beverage center in Shanghai; donates $1 million earthquake aid to Sichuan.

India Pepsi spends $72 million to sponsor cricket tournament. Coca-Cola recruits 
Bollywood stars to promote “Share Happiness” campaign in films, digital 
media, merchandise, and on-ground initiatives in 1,000 communities; 
launches online store for product delivery.

Indonesia Coca-Cola says it will spend $700 million on marketing among other big plans.
Kenya Coca-Cola partnership sells solar power to rural kiosks.
Laos Coca-Cola announces joint venture to open bottling operation by 2014.
Mexico Coca-Cola partners with Nestlé to provide advice about nutrition as part of an 

anti-hunger campaign.
Myanmar Coca-Cola develops marketing campaign based on consumer research; 

distributes free samples; donates $3 million to support women’s economic 
empowerment. Pepsi signs with UNESCO to develop vocational training 
initiatives.

Nigeria Coca-Cola partners with Lagos State Ministry of Women Affairs and Poverty 
Alleviation to establish Retail Kiosks Program as platform for women’s 
economic empowerment. Coca-Cola Nigeria partners with International 
Finance Corporation to provide $100 million in financing to women 
microdistributors.

Pakistan Coca-Cola creates “Happiness Without Borders” campaign to share drinks with 
customers in India.

Philippines More than 6,000 women attend Coke-sponsored International Women’s Day 
celebration.

Singapore Coca-Cola pilots “phenomenally successful” cans that split in two for sharing.
Vietnam Pepsi forms bottling and marketing partnership; considers Vietnam “linchpin” 

of campaign to expand in emerging markets.
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The WHO supports such goals. In 2010, this agency called for reducing 
the marketing of high-sugar foods to children. Although its recommenda-
tions did not specify soft drinks, the report came with an accompanying 
resolution to reduce the marketing of nonalcoholic beverages (translation: 
sodas) to children. In 2012, the WHO identified key global strategies related 
to obesity prevention, among them community-based and policy actions to 
limit the marketing of unhealthy beverages to children. The most effective 
way to implement such recommendations, said the United Nations special 
rapporteur on the right to food, Olivier De Schutter, is to “impose taxes on 
soft drinks (sodas).”21

Perhaps in response to the WHO’s leadership, more than thirty coun-
tries have instituted national or regional policies to restrict the availability 
of sodas in schools. In 2013, the WHO surveyed anti-obesity initiatives un-
dertaken by its member nations. Most had instituted policies to reduce obe-
sity and diet-related diseases, and about half reported restrictions on mar-
keting sodas in schools. But only one-third regulated the marketing of sodas 
to children. Although American advocates might consider all of these policies 
to be major gains, the WHO report lamented that most countries consid-
ered obesity to be a problem demanding personal responsibility rather than 
government action. Thus, the most common policies were those aimed at 

Table 15.4 Actions of developing countries to restrict soda marketing and reduce 
consumption, selected examples

COUNTRY ACTION TO RESTRICT SODA SALES OR MARKETING

Brazil Brazilian Front for the Regulation of Food Advertising supports resolution to 
eliminate promotional messages in any medium aimed at children and 
counter Coca-Cola’s “Positive Energy” campaign. Dietary guidelines for the 
Brazilian population say to avoid “nutritionally unbalanced” soft drinks.

Chile Policies recommend no more than 40 grams sugars per day. Companies cannot 
advertise junk foods or sodas to anyone under age 14. High-sugar products 
must be identified as such on food labels.

India High Court rules that junk foods cannot be sold in schools; enacts 5 percent 
tax on sugary beverages.

Mexico Researchers recommend against consuming sodas; 47 organizations demand 
taxes on soft drinks as part of a national “Crusade against Hunger;” taxes 
sodas and junk foods and does not permit them to be marketed to children 
(see Chapter 27).

Russia Ministry of Health proposes restrictions on soda advertising, especially to 
children.
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 • SNAP beneficiaries purchase more sodas than other low-income 
groups.

 • SNAP participants are as overweight, perhaps more so, than other 
low-income groups.

 • Soda companies and retailers specifically market sodas to SNAP 
participants.

 • By permitting soda purchases, SNAP subsidizes disease-promoting 
behavior eventually paid for by taxpayers.

 • Many SNAP participants favor creating a healthier environment for 
their food choices.

 • Taxpayer-funded programs should promote health, not illness.

Engage in the Debate

Much of the debate about soda eligibility in SNAP is over the lack of data on 
purchases, the ethics of insisting that low-income recipients of taxpayer 
dollars eat more healthfully, and preferences for incentives rather than 
restrictions (Table 16.1).39

Table 16.1 Topic for debate: should sodas be excluded from SNAP eligibility?

OPPONENTS SAY ADVOCATES SAY

We don’t have enough data to 
support this policy.

We need data on SNAP purchases, but substantial research 
demonstrates that sodas are not good for health.

Poor people have a right to drink 
what everyone else drinks.

Yes, they do, and can buy sodas using their own—not 
taxpayers’—money.

SNAP participants will still buy 
sodas with their own money.

SNAP participants may think twice about whether they 
want to spend their own money on sodas.

A better policy would be to lower 
the cost of fruits and vegetables.

Both are good policies.

This policy would be complicated 
for stores to implement.

Retail technology helps stores manage such changes at low 
cost.

Restrictions on purchases are 
stigmatizing.

Obesity and poor health are stigmatizing. Existing SNAP 
restrictions do not stigmatize. WIC restrictions do not 
stigmatize and do not raise ethical concerns.

This is an example of the nanny 
state gone too far.

Regulations can help promote health and prevent diseases 
that are expensive for individuals and for society.

Anti-hunger advocates are against 
this proposal.

Anti-hunger groups are funded by soda and other food 
companies. Public health advocates support it. Soda 
company support for anti-hunger groups divides 
advocates for the poor who should be allies.
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To me, this looks like “healthwashing” and “greenwashing”—cosmetic 
attempts to deflect attention from the harm to public health and the envi-
ronment caused by soda production and consumption. In Table 17.1, I sum-
marize and translate the four goals and subgoals of soda company CSR. In 
this chapter, I cover the first of these goals—promoting health. I deal with 
the others in subsequent chapters.

CSR STRATEGY #1: PROMOTE HEALTH

In 2010, executives of PepsiCo made a surprising announcement. The soda 
industry, they said, had a critical role to play in preventing chronic disease. 
Their company intended to expand its philanthropic and corporate initia-
tives to promote health through diet and physical activity programs that 
would encourage customers to make informed choices and live healthier 
lives. Among other commitments, PepsiCo promised to reduce the average 

Table 17.1 Big Soda CSR: strategic goals vs. marketing objectives

STRATEGIC GOAL MARKETING OBJECTIVE

1. Promote health (this chapter)
 •  Expand the portfolio of low- and  

no-calorie beverage options
 • Market smaller sizes
 •  Educate the public about key concepts: 

energy balance, hydration, and physical 
activity

Deflect attention from the contribution of sodas 
to obesity and poor health. Shift responsibility 
for poor food choices and inactivity to  
consumers.

2.  Invest in sponsorships and community 
partnerships (Chapter 18)

 • Promote sports and entertainment
 • Support local community initiatives
 • Provide community disaster relief

Gain brand loyalty. Win allies. Neutralize critics.

3.  Support worthy causes (Chapters 19 and 20)
 • Partner with health professionals
 • Sponsor nutrition research
 • Recruit public health leaders

Enhance credibility. Neutralize critics. Influence 
policy.

4.  Protect the environment (Chapters 21 
and 22)

 • Reduce greenhouse gas emissions
 • Reduce package waste
 • Promote sustainable sugar production
 • Reduce water use

Deflect attention from the contribution of  
soda manufacture to exploitation of water 
resources, appropriation of land for sugar 
production, energy waste, and climate 
change, and from the linkage between soda 
consumption and package litter.
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everywhere and to educating them on the role our variety of beverages can 
play in sensible, balanced diets as well as active, healthy lifestyles.” Through 
its philanthropic foundations, Coke sponsors nutrition programs to educate 
consumers about “real choice” in balanced diets.21 The company does this in-
ternationally as well as in the United States, as the examples in Table 17.2 in-
dicate.

Hydration. People need fluids to maintain health. Why not Coke or 
Pepsi? As early as 1922, Coca-Cola told its stockholders that “a business as 
Coca-Cola must rest on some fundamental human desire. Coca-Cola was 
conceived to scientifically satisfy thirst, without the need of a glass of water 
afterwards.” A pamphlet produced in the 1960s by the American Bottlers of 
Carbonated Beverages, the forerunner of the ABA, describes the critical 
role of water in the body—digestion, excretion, circulation, temperature 
regulation, lubrication—and the urgent need to maintain adequate fluid 
intake. Guess what: sugar-sweetened carbonated beverages are at least 86 
percent water (see Figure 1.2).22

The soda industry still talks about hydration this way. In 2014, the 
ABA’s statement on hydration science pointed out that “water is the pre-
dominant ingredient in carbonated soft drinks. Regular soft drinks are 
made up of 90 percent water and diet soft drinks with zero calories are 99 
percent water. . . . Adults and children can consume a wide variety of fluids 

Table 17.2 Coca-Cola’s international nutrition education programs, selected 
examples, 2012

COUNTRY EDUCATION PROGRAM

Canada $100,000 foundation grant to Boys and Girls Club of London, 
Ontario, for Youth ABCs (Ability to Bring Change!) to educate 
about the benefits of activity and healthy eating

China Balanced Diet—Active Living: delivers science-based health  
information to the public in cooperation with China’s  
Ministry of Health

France and 14 other  
countries

EPODE: a public-private partnership committed to promoting 
active, healthy lifestyles through community-based programs 
and family education

Italy The Modavi Project: A Scuola inForma program to educate high 
school students about the importance of balanced nutrition 
and exercise

South Korea Coca-Cola Health Camp: teaches healthy behaviors to students at 
risk for obesity
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include exercise when designing treatment plans for patients. You can guess 
that these programs do not raise the possibility that drinking less soda 
might be a useful weight-loss strategy. The Coca-Cola Foundation says that 
about one-third of its philanthropic contributions go to organizations 
working to counter obesity, especially through promotion of physical ac-
tivity. Table 17.3 gives some examples from the last half of 2013. About these 
programs, an editorial in the Lancet says: “This partnering is disgraceful. 
Health and medical conferences must raise their ethical standards and 
avoid such financial links.”25

Dr Pepper Snapple also promotes the “calories out” part of energy bal-
ance. It sponsors a $15 million initiative to build or improve two thousand 
playgrounds in the United States, Canada, and Mexico. It partners with 
Good Sports to provide sports equipment, and with Canada Dry Mott’s to 
produce the wonderfully named Random Acts of Play program that spon-
sors sports teams and activities throughout eastern Canada. And through 
its Let’s Play community partnership with the nonprofit KaBOOM!, it 
builds playgrounds to help meet America’s “play deficit.”26

Body weight is about calorie balance, and physical activity is a major con-
tributor to optimal health. But upping the level of physical activity without also 
reducing calorie intake is rarely enough to compensate for calorie overload 

Table 17.3 Activity programs sponsored by Coca-Cola, selected international 
examples, 2013

COUNTRY DONATION ORGANIZATION, PHYSICAL ACTIVITY PROGRAM

Bolivia $45,000 Fundacion Emprender, Let’s Play
Denmark $950,000 International Sport and Culture Association, MOVE  

Activation
Hungary $250,000 Energy Balance Study and Active Living Communications 

Campaign
Indonesia $307,000 Exercise Is Medicine program
Israel $80,000 Special Olympics: Organizing Sport Competition for  

Individuals with Intellectual Disabilities
Japan $190,000 Japan Running Promotion Organization, Improving Running 

Ability for Healthy Active Lifestyles
Taiwan $120,000 John Tung Foundation, 2013 Rope Skipping for Healthy  

Lifestyles
Ukraine $50,000 National Olympic Committee of Ukraine, Do Like Olympians
Uruguay $15,000 Let’s Play

source: Coca-Cola Foundation, 2nd and 3rd quarter reports, 2013.
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of sports figures and sponsorship of premier sporting events, Coca-Cola 
invokes physical activity:

The Coca-Cola Company promotes exercise as vital to everyone’s 
health and well-being. By supporting physical activity and nutri-
tion education programs in the communities it serves, Coca-Cola 
is working to help provide workable solutions to the problem of 
obesity and support efforts to increase physical activity worldwide. 
Coca-Cola sponsors more than 280 physical activity and nutrition 
education programs in more than 115 countries.3

Sponsorship of sports heroes and sports events advertises the brand, gives 
sodas a health aura, and makes them seem as cool as can be. Athletes too 
would be healthier drinking less soda.

PARTNERING WITH COMMUNITIES

As part of their commitments to corporate social responsibility (CSR), soda 
companies spend money in communities, although much less than on sports. 
PepsiCo explains: “PepsiCo is building brighter futures in the communities 
where we operate, through strategic grants provided by the PepsiCo Foun-
dation and through employee volunteering and community service. We are 
making a difference every day by investing in our communities.” Through 
its Global Citizenship initiatives, PepsiCo targets philanthropy to improving 
health, the environment, and communities. It specifically funds international 
community programs aimed at enabling job readiness and empowering 

Table 18.1 Coca-Cola and PepsiCo top sports sponsorship deals, 2013

COCA-COLA PEPSICO

International Olympic Committee International Cricket Council
FC Barcelona Manchester United Football Club
Real Madrid Club de Fútbol Indian Premier League
Fédération Internationale de Football Association Asian Football Confederation
Paris Saint-Germain Football Club Confederation of African Football
Union of European Football Associations National Football League
International Ice Hockey Federation Major League Baseball
National Basketball Association* National Hockey League

* In 2015, PepsiCo replaced Coca-Cola in this partnership.
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women and girls. The PepsiCo Foundation spent $3 million on such pro-
grams in 2012.4

Coca-Cola says that since 1984 it has donated $650 million to support 
community initiatives worldwide, with a goal of giving back “1 percent of its 
prior year’s operating income annually.” The company’s “enduring commit-
ment to building sustainable communities . . . is focused on initiatives that 
reduce our environmental footprint, support active, healthy living, create a 
safe, inclusive work environment for our associates, and enhance the eco-
nomic development of the communities where we operate.”5 In 2013, Coke 
invested $143 million in philanthropic contributions aimed at three priority 
areas: the economic empowerment of women, access to clean water, and 
active healthy living. Its foundation also supports arts and culture and eco-
nomic development in the United States and HIV/AIDS prevention and 
awareness programs in Africa and Latin America.

PepsiCo funds community programs as well, but Coke provides more 
detailed listings in its various reports. Table 18.2 provides a few examples.

Table 18.2 Community initiatives funded by Coca-Cola, selected examples, 2013

COUNTRY AMOUNT DONATED COMMUNITY INITIATIVE

Australia $77,000 Australian Indigenous Mentoring Experience
Azerbaijan $100,000 Debate in Civil Society Public Union, Youth Inc. 

Program
France $260,000 UNIS CITE, Booster Dropout Prevention Program
Indonesia $104,000 The Ancora Foundation, Vocational Studies 

Scholarship
Israel $40,000 Young Business Leadership, Young Business 

Leadership Program
Pakistan $75,000 Kashf Foundation, Mainstreaming Female 

Entrepreneurs Through Microfinance and 
Capacity Building

Palestine $50,000 INJAZ Palestine, NBC/INJAZ Palestine—Leadership
Spain $187,440 Cruz Roja Espanola, Building Bridges Between the 

Job Market and Unemployed Young People
United States $10,000 Portland, Oregon, park improvements
 $25,000 New Jersey Performing Arts Center, arts education
 $50,000 Georgia Charter Schools Association, Georgia 

Charter School of the Year Award
 $3 million Garfield Park Conservatory Alliance, Park Families 

Wellness Initiative to create jobs for veterans, 
Chicago

source: Coca-Cola Foundation reports, 2nd and 3rd quarters, 2013.
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organizations. They often, if not always, provide in-kind contributions of 
sodas or branded bottled waters. In the company’s 2011/2012 Performance 
with a Purpose report, PepsiCo noted that it contributed millions of dollars 
in disaster relief through organizations such as the Red Cross, Feeding Amer-
ica, and the World Food Program. As examples, PepsiCo cited $1 million in 
relief to victims of an earthquake in China’s Sichuan province, $1.4 mil-
lion—and thirty truckloads of foods and beverages—to victims of Hurri-
cane Sandy, and $950,000 to the World Food Program for disaster relief in 
Pakistan.

Coke listed recipients of its disaster relief dollars and in-kind beverage 
contributions in its 2013/2014 Sustainability Report. Some of the donations 
were gifts to local Red Cross chapters. Table 18.3 gives a few examples.

I have no doubt that the victims of such disasters are grateful for 
whatever help they can get. They need and can use the bottled water. 
Whether they need sodas in these situations is another matter, but inter-
national victims of disasters are likely to enjoy donations of Coke or Pepsi 
products with which they were previously unfamiliar or had been unable 
to buy because of the cost. The in-kind contributions create substantial 
goodwill and can fill a genuine need. But they invariably come with strings. 
For soda companies, disaster relief has an additional purpose: it presents 
opportunities for introducing branded products into markets that might 
otherwise be difficult to penetrate. As the Pepsi Refresh example suggests, 
the marketing objectives remain paramount, and do so even in desperate 
situations.

Table 18.3 Coca-Cola’s contributions to disaster relief, selected examples, 2013

COUNTRY DONATION, CASH DONATION, 
BEVERAGES

DISASTER RELIEF

Argentina $100,000 120,000 liters Flooding in Buenos Aires 
province

Central Europe Unspecified Unspecified Heavy rain, flooding, 
landslides

China $1.3 million 2.4 million bottles Earthquake in Sichuan 
province

Mexico $700,000 Unspecified Hurricanes
Philippines $2 million $500,000 worth Typhoon
United States $100,000 Unspecified Flash floods in Colorado
 $100,000 10,000 cases Tornado in Oklahoma
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 • Translating scientific information into public health advice [the 
evidence linking sodas to health problems is so flawed that you can 
ignore it]

ASN and AND, of course, are not the only health professions organiza-
tions to accept soda company sponsorship. Table 19.1 provides some addi-
tional examples.

How do AND members view such involvement? In 2011, researchers at 
Simmons College surveyed nearly three thousand of the academy’s members. 
In response to the question “Some professional associations accept funding 
from corporate sponsors. Do you believe the [academy] should also accept 
funding from corporate sponsors?” only 10 percent answered yes. The vast 
majority, 68 percent, said that the answer depended on the sponsor, and 
almost as many (66 percent) said that neither Coca-Cola nor PepsiCo was 
an acceptable sponsor. Some AND members, concerned that sponsorship 
affects their credibility, created their own advocacy group, Dietitians for Pro-
fessional Integrity, aimed at ending financial ties with food and beverage 

Table 19.1 Soda company sponsorship of other health and nutrition professional 
organizations, selected examples, 2012–2013

COMPANY SPONSORED ORGANIZATION, PROGRAM

Coca-Cola Juvenile Diabetes Research Foundation, Spring for a Cure campaign
 International Union of Nutritional Sciences, quadrennial 

International Conference on Nutrition
 Institute of Food Technologists, annual meeting career fair
 American Academy of Pediatrics, HealthyChildren.org website
 American College of Cardiology, CardioSmart program
 American Diabetes Association programs for education and outreach 

to the Latino community
 Ensemble Prévenons l’Obésité Des Enfants (EPODE, Together Let’s 

Prevent Childhood Obesity) international network
 Flemish Professional Association of Food Experts and Dietitians 

advertising campaign, “Sugar Can Be Part of a Healthy Diet.”
 Obesity Network Summit, Canada
 Monell Center, fellowship in taste biology
 Boston Medical Center, Drucker Award for nonprofit innovation
 Obesity Society, early career investigator travel grants
 International Hydration Conference, Spain
PepsiCo and Coca-Cola The Sackler Institute for Nutrition Science, New York
 Institute of Food Technologists Student Association, Fun Run & Walk
PepsiCo Yale alumni conference on women’s leadership



Table 19.2 Selected examples of studies funded directly by Coca-Cola or the American 
Beverage Association, or conducted by investigators with financial ties to these groups, 
2012–2014

TOPIC OF STUDY CONCLUSION  
(MY TRANSLATION)

SPONSORSHIP*

The cause of the 
worldwide 
increase in body 
weight

“Declining trends in energy 
expenditure explain the obesity 
pandemic” a (What you eat doesn’t 
matter).

Coca-Cola supported 
publication and gave 
unrestricted research grants 
to three of the six authors.

Methods for 
measuring 
effects of sodas 
on health

“We found considerable 
variability . . . which renders these 
studies difficult to interpret 
collectively” b (You don’t need to 
believe meta-analyses suggesting that 
sodas cause health problems).

The study was funded by 
Coca-Cola.

Validity of the 
National Health 
and Nutrition 
Examination 
Survey 
(NHANES)

“Methodological limitations 
compromise the validity . . . and the 
empirical foundation for formulating 
dietary guidelines and public health 
policies” c (Dietary advice to drink 
less soda has no scientific basis).

Coca-Cola funded the study 
and provided grants or fees 
to two of the three authors.

Interpretation of 
findings linking 
sodas to health 
problems

“Overreaching in presenting results in 
studies focused on nutrition and 
obesity topics is common in articles 
published in leading journals” d (The 
link between sodas and health is 
exaggerated; you can ignore it).

Coca-Cola originally funded 
the project.

Will reducing soda 
intake reduce 
obesity?

“Evidence to date is equivocal” e (Pay no 
attention to it).

The senior author’s university 
receives grants from  Coca-
Cola and PepsiCo.

Metabolic 
implications of 
consuming 
sodas

“Great caution must be used when 
suggesting adverse health effects of 
consuming these sugars” f (Sugars in 
soft drinks are harmless).

 

Author consults for Coca-Cola 
and PepsiCo

The role of sugars in 
diabetes

“No unequivocal evidence that fructose 
intake at moderate doses is directly 
related with adverse metabolic 
effects or contributes excess energy 
to diets” g (The sugars in sodas are not 
harmful to health).

Coca-Cola supported the 
study’s publication and 
provided grants to the 
senior author, who also 
consults with the company.

Sodas and cancer 
risk

“Overall, the findings are reassuring in 
terms of the association between soft 
drinks, including colas, and cancer 
risk” h (You don’t need to worry about 
the effects of sodas on health).

Although Coca-Cola paid for 
the study, the authors 
reported, “There are no 
conflicts of interest.”
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Ethical implications 
of obesity 
interventions

“Do not assume that achieving a health 
benefit overrides respect for other 
values and ethical principles” i (Public 
health measures to prevent obesity 
raise serious ethical issues).

Coca-Cola provided grants to 
both authors.

Health benefits of 
diet sodas

“Water is not superior to NNS  
[non-nutritive sweetened] beverages 
for weight loss.” j (Diet sodas are good 
for health).

Study fully funded by the 
American Beverage 
Association; two of the 
investigators received 
consulting fees from  
Coca-Cola.

Is soda industry 
self-regulation 
effective?

“Self-regulation can be a powerful tool 
in the fight against obesity” k (Public 
health measures to regulate soda 
consumption are unnecessary).

The American Beverage 
Association financed the 
data collection.

* Journals require authors to disclose this information; it usually appears on the first page or just preceding the 
reference list. a Shook RP, et al. US Endocrinology, 2014;10(1):44–52. b Althuis MD, Weed DL. AJCN, 2013;98:755–
68. c Archer E, et al. PLoS ONE, 2013;8(10):e76632. d Menachemi N, et al. Am J Prev Med, 2013;45(5):615–621. 
e Kaiser KA, et al. Obesity Rev, 2013;14,620–633. f Rippe JM. Advances in Nutr, 2013;4:677–686. g Cozma AI, 
Sievenpiper JL. US Endocrinology, 2013;9(2):128–138. h Boyle P, et al. European J Cancer Pre, 2014; doi: 10.1097/
CEJ.0000000000000015. i Brown AW, Allison DB. Virtual Mentor, 2013;15:339–346. j Peters JC, et al. Obesity, 
2014;22:1415–1421. k Wescott RF, et al. AJPH, 2012;102(10):1928–35.

Life Sciences Institute, which is funded largely by food manufacturers, 
among them Coca-Cola and PepsiCo. It was hardly a debate. The speakers, 
one of them employed by PepsiCo, emphasized the benefits of sponsored 
research and ignored or dismissed concerns about conflicts of interest. Public- 
private research partnerships (PPPs), they said, “are necessary for the prog-
ress of science. Industry can and should contribute extensive expertise, data 
sets, biological samples, funding, and a sound business perspective to part-
nerships. PPPs can help generate a common language and high-quality 
consensus science while addressing important unmet public health needs.”18 
Objections to the biased nature of industry-sponsored “debates” are routinely 
ignored by ASN staff, for whom fund-raising is a high priority.

Industry-sponsored investigators explain the practice as essential at a 
time of scarce government research funding. They view it as harmless. At 
least some respond to suggestions that industry funding might influence 
their research as highly offensive personal attacks on their scientific integ-
rity. The lead author of the sponsored NHANES study listed in Table 19.2, 
for example, explained to a reporter who had interviewed me about con-
flicts in nutrition science, “I’m criticizing the federal government, and it’s 

Table 19.2 Continued
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plants, trucks, and cold-drink equipment. Out of concern about this problem, 
the industry commissioned a study to examine the production of carbon 
dioxide in soda supply chains. Published in 2012, the study estimated the 
total carbon emissions, or “carbon footprint,” created by producing two 
sugar-sweetened soda products: a shrink-wrapped six-pack of 1.5-liter PET 
(polyethylene terephthalate plastic—“polyester”) bottles produced in Europe, 
and a cardboard twelve-pack of 12-ounce aluminum cans from the United 
States.4 The results:

 • Each 1.5-liter PET-bottled drink in a six-pack creates a carbon 
footprint of 251 grams (1.5 kilograms for the pack).

 • Each 12-ounce canned drink in a twelve-pack creates a carbon 
footprint of 195 grams (2.3 kilograms for the pack).

Translated into pounds, these drinks generate a carbon emission of 
about half a pound each (3 to 6 pounds for the packs). This may seem like a 
lot but is much less than the 8,900 grams (8.9 kilograms or about 20 pounds) 
of carbon dioxide produced by one gallon of gasoline. Even so, the Sierra 
Club estimated that Coca-Cola alone generated 5.32 million metric tons of 
carbon dioxide in 2011, and that the combined emissions of Coke, Pepsi, and 
Dr Pepper Snapple amounted to more than 11.7 million metric tons that year.5 
That’s 2.6 billion pounds, with Coca-Cola alone accounting for close to half.

The soda industry study also examined how each component of the 
supply chain contributed to the carbon footprint. Table 21.1 shows the re-
sults. Producing the container generates the greatest percentage, followed 
by production of the sweetener, either sugar or high-fructose corn syrup 
(HFCS).

Table 21.1 Sources of carbon dioxide emissions in the soda supply chain, percent of total

SUPPLY CHAIN COMPONENT SODA IN 1.5 LITER
PET BOTTLE, 

PERCENT

SODA IN 12-OUNCE
ALUMINUM CAN, 

PERCENT

Container 35 71
Sweetener 33 10
Distribution transportation 17 9
Gas and electricity, retail 7 6
Other 8 4

Source: Beverage Industry Environmental Roundtable, 2012.
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To encourage consumer recycling, Coke funds education programs. In 
2011, for example, its bottler in Israel used online advertising, radio, Facebook, 
and even “pop-up stores” to promote sales of handbags, T-shirts, hats, and 
other items made from discarded bottles. This campaign also introduced 
ten thousand recycling receptacles for the bottles. In North America, Coke 
worked with NASCAR at racetracks to divert more than 11.5 million beverage 
containers into recycling streams. Coke’s consumer recycling initiatives are 
especially noticeable in Great Britain. The company said, “We will encourage 
visitors to London 2012 to recycle their empty packaging. Recycling bins will 
be provided around the park and we will use fun ways to prompt people to 
recycle.” For this recycling campaign during the London Olympics, Coca-
Cola won an Environmental Initiative of the Year award. In 2013, the company 
ran a “Don’t Waste; Create” campaign offering discounts to people who re-
cycle or find clever ways to reuse plastic bottles; it also placed a label on 
Coke bottles saying “Plastic, Widely Recycled.” In Vietnam, Thailand, and In-
donesia, Coca-Cola distributes special bottle caps that “upcycle” plastic bot-
tles as water squirters, lamps, pencil sharpeners, and baby feeding bottles.12

Not to be outdone, PepsiCo has entered into a five-year partnership 
with the Nature Conservancy. Their Recycle for Nature program expands 
the availability of recycling bins in the United States at places such as gas 
stations and convenience stores. For every percent increase in recycling per 

Table 21.2 Coca-Cola funding of community recycling initiatives, selected examples, 
2011–2013

COUNTRY DONATION RECYCLING PROGRAM

Brazil $950,000 Instituto Coca-Cola Brasil: Recycling Cooperative 
Management Capability

Canada $50,000 The Great Canadian Shoreline Cleanup
Colombia $72,965 Strengthening Recyclers Production Units
Ecuador $20,000 Fundacion Galapagos Ecuador, Coastal Clean Up program, 

Galapagos Islands
Mexico $100,000 Junior League of Mexico City, Recycle for Nature, schools
New Zealand $170,000 Keep New Zealand Beautiful
United States $350,000 Keep America Beautiful, recycling bins to community groups 

and college campuses
 $50,000 Save the Harbor/Save the Bay, Youth Environmental 

Education Programs
 $2,590,000 Earth Day grant to Chicago to install 50,000 recycling carts 

(with photos of Coke logos) in Chicago

Sources: Coca-Cola Foundation’s 2nd and 3rd quarter reports, 2013, and contemporary news accounts.
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In 2011, Coca-Cola committed $2 million to WWF’s polar bear conser-
vation program. WWF’s Arctic Home website and advertisements solicited 
donations online or by text message; the campaign collected another $3 
million in public contributions by the end of 2013. An Arctic Home video 
promotes Coca-Cola’s support of WWF scientists and advertises the com-
pany’s environmental philanthropy. In 2014, I picked up an element of that 
campaign on an airplane (Figure 21.1).

As can be seen from these examples, beverage companies are most 
likely to promote environmental initiatives when they promote business 
objectives. If the initiatives do not help increase profits, the companies 
cannot do much to achieve environmental goals. Corporate environmental 
philanthropy shifts attention away from the problems created by soda pro-
duction and consumption and as much as possible transfers the burden of 
cleaning up environmental damage to the public.24 In the absence of gov-
ernment regulation to prevent such damage, advocates have created cam-
paigns to hold soda companies accountable for their pledges and to induce 
them to initiate and adhere to environmental protection measures.

ADVOCATE: PROTECT THE ENVIRONMENT FROM  
SODA-INDUCED DAMAGE

In this section, I introduce advocacy campaigns for bottle bans and con-
tainer deposit laws, but also for two other environmental causes related to 

Figure 21.1 Napkin distributed with airline refreshment service. Coca-Cola’s Arctic 
Home program involves a $2 million donation over five years and the solicitation of public 
donations to a campaign by the World Wildlife Fund to protect the habitat of polar bears.
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soda production: the damage caused by extracting oil from tar sands and 
the consequences of land acquisition for sugar production— “land grabs.”

Promote Bottle Bans and Deposit Laws

Engage in the Debate
In Table 21.3, I summarize the Container Recycling Institute’s suggestions 
for how to respond to soda industry arguments against bottle-deposit laws.25

Join the Campaigns
Advocates in many countries have created organizations working to reduce 
the impact of soda consumption on the environment and to hold soda com-
panies accountable for the pollution they cause.

Container Recycling Institute: bottle deposits. Studies unambiguously 
demonstrate that container deposit laws improve recycling rates. In the 
United States, these laws typically call for adding 5 or 10 cents to the cost of 
a drink, refundable when the container is returned to a collection center. 
The Container Recycling Institute publishes data indicating that among the 
eleven states with container deposit laws in 2010, overall recycling rates 

Table 21.3 Topic for debate: should governments pass laws requiring recycling of soda 
bottles and cans?*

THE SODA INDUSTRY SAYS ADVOCATES SAY

Container deposit laws address 
only a small proportion 
(7–25 percent) of total litter.

Beverage containers account for 40–60 percent of litter; deposit 
laws significantly reduce container litter as well as other 
types of litter by large percentages.

Deposit laws are not needed. 
Curbside recycling takes 
care of the problem.

Both systems are needed, but materials collected through 
deposit programs are of better quality than those collected at 
curbside.

Deposit return is inconvenient; 
consumers prefer curbside 
recycling.

Curbside recycling is only available to half the U.S. population; 
people return to stores to shop anyway.

Deposit programs are 
expensive to run.

Deposits are more effective than other recycling and waste 
reduction programs; recovery rates in deposit states are 
more than 2.5 times higher than in states without bottle bills.

Deposits are a tax and increase 
the price of beverages.

Deposits are a refundable tax. No-deposit containers are a 
corporate subsidy and, therefore, a hidden tax; they shift to 
taxpayers the cost of disposal and of curbside recycling 
programs.

* Adapted from Container Recycling Institute, Bottle Bill Myths and Facts.
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 Coca-Cola’s global water footprint was 2.4 liters of water per liter of prod-
uct. Coca-Cola reported reducing its direct footprint to 2.16 liters by 2011, 
and to 2.08 by 2014.5

Water use varies by region, as shown in Figure 22.1. In 2011, Coca-Cola’s 
water footprint was 1.74 for North America but 2.76 in the Pacific. Its foot-
print in Western Europe, as noted earlier, had fallen to the exemplary 1.4 by 
2013.6 Soda companies continue to do whatever they can to reduce direct 
water-use ratios everywhere they operate.

The International Bottled Water Association (IBWA) also is concerned 
about water-use ratios. It did its own study based on data from nine compa-
nies representing 40 percent of bottled water consumption in the United 
States. For flat water, the IBWA estimated that it takes 1 liter of water to pro-
duce each liter of product, and another 0.4 liter for processing (ratio: 1.4). 
Carbonated water requires 1.02 liters for processing, for a direct ratio of 
2.02.7 But advocates—and soda companies concerned about their reputa-
tions—want to know how much water is needed to produce the bottles and 
packaging, clean the production plants, and produce the sugars and other 
ingredients—in addition to the amount used in the drink itself. In 2011, in-
vestigators from the University of Twente Water Centre in the Netherlands 
conducted a careful assessment of the total direct and indirect water footprint 
of a specific soda: a half-liter bottle of a hypothetical carbonated beverage 
sweetened with beet sugar. They based their assessment on a systematic 
method developed specifically for this purpose.8

Figure 22.1 Coca-Cola’s direct water-use ratios in 2011, by region. The ratios express 
the volume of water required to produce one liter of soda. These ratios underestimate 
water use, as they do not account for the indirect amounts needed to produce the 
bottles, packaging, sweeteners, and other ingredients.
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percent. As shown in Figure 22.2, Coca-Cola and the Nature Conservancy 
estimated that each half-liter bottle required 15 liters of green water, 8 of 
blue, and 12 of gray. This comes to a total of 35 liters per half-liter bottle. 
Doubling that yields a 70-liter water footprint for one liter of Coca-Cola 
produced under conditions considered most optimal.10

The difference between the Nature Conservancy’s water footprint of 70 
liters per liter and the University of Twente’s 340 for soda produced under 
the most conservative conditions must surely explain why Coca-Cola 
wanted to do its own study and why it recruited the Nature Conservancy as 
a partner. Accounting for the fivefold discrepancy requires a close examina-
tion of each of the assumptions underlying the various calculations, but the 
company-funded report does not provide enough detail to permit such 
scrutiny, nor does it provide references. Instead, the report admits, “Be-
cause we don’t have all the data at our fingertips, we have to work with a lot 

Figure 22.2 Coca-Cola’s version of its water footprint. According to Coca-Cola and 
the Nature Conservancy, the total water footprint for Coca-Cola sweetened with beet 
sugar and produced in the Netherlands is 35 liters per half liter or 70 liters water per liter 
of soda. This industry-sponsored result comes to about one-fifth the 340-liter-per-liter 
footprint calculated by independent investigators. Source: Coca-Cola Europe, 2011.
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tention to the companies’ water use, build allies across the private and public 
sectors, and make regulation seem heavy-handed and unnecessary. And be-
cause the partnerships really do clean up water supplies and reduce water 
use, they provide unassailable public relations opportunities.

In 2012, for example, Coca-Cola gave grants to American Rivers, the 
National Fish and Wildlife Foundation, and the U.S. Forest Service to re-
store the Indian Valley meadow in Sierra Crest at the headwaters of the 
Mokelumne River in California. The river supports the water supplies of 
Contra Costa and Alameda counties along the East Bay across from San 
Francisco. Unsurprisingly, the river also supplies water for the region’s 
Coca-Cola bottling plant. The public relations benefit of this particular 
project is evident from a video about the project from USDA’s Forest Ser-
vice that features Coca-Cola’s involvement in this project.26

More recently, the USDA announced a public-private partnership with 
Coca-Cola to return more than a billion liters of water to the National 
Forest System. The company said it “supports more than 100 water projects 
throughout the United States in an effort to balance the water we use and 
help to ensure clean water supplies for communities,” all of them, also not 
coincidentally, locations of Coke bottling plants.27

Table 22.1 Selected examples of Coca-Cola’s water partnerships, programs, and 
initiatives, 2013

COUNTRY DONATION WATER PARTNER, PROJECT

Australia $500,000 World Wildlife Fund, Inc.: Project Catalyst: Great Barrier Reef
Ecuador $25,000 The Nature Conservancy: The Chongon-Colonche and Cerro 

Blanco ecological corridor: an initiative to conserve and 
restore key water sources and biodiversity

Indonesia $74,887 Atma Jaya: rainwater harvesting system to support a healthy 
active school

Pakistan $99,998 World Wide Fund for Nature: improving sub-watershed 
 management and environmental awareness around Ayubia 
National Park (western Himalayas)

Spain $199,212 University of Cordoba: reducing the hydrological impact of 
imported strawberries, Huelva region

Taiwan $30,000 Environmental Quality Protection Foundation: green water 
school series: water adaptation school project

Thailand $120,000 Population and Community Development Association: clean 
water for communities: solar-powered water systems

Vietnam $180,000 World Wildlife Fund, Inc.: strengthening biodiversity  
conservation and improving dependent local livelihoods
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bottled water or sodas instead. In the early 2000s, Coke developed a restau-
rant campaign called H2NO designed to discourage customers from 
drinking free tap water when they could be ordering soft drinks. In 2013, 
anti-soda advocates learned about a similar Coca-Cola program, Cap the 
Tap. The company had initiated the program in 2001 in partnership with 
Olive Garden restaurants as a means to increase revenues from sales of bot-
tled waters and other branded drinks. The program’s stated purpose is to 
capture revenue lost to tap water: “Every time your business fills a cup or 
glass with tap water, it pours potential profits down the drain. The good 
news: Cap the Tap—a program available through your Coca-Cola repre-
sentative—changes these dynamics by teaching crew members or wait staff 
suggestive selling techniques to convert requests for tap water into orders 
for revenue-generating beverages.”37

A program guide for Coca-Cola staff explains how managers can obtain 
a toolbox with posters and other information about how to avoid giving 
tap water to customers.38 Cap the Tap comes with its own logo, shown in 
Figure 22.3.

Despite removal of the information from online sites, advocates sus-
pect that such programs still exist. A 2014 advertisement for Pepsi’s Gato-
rade, for example, called water “the enemy of performance,” an announce-
ment that induced advocates to file a complaint with the New York State 
attorney general. Health advocates are concerned about the implication of 
“turn off the tap” for First Lady Michelle Obama’s Let’s Move! campaign and 
its relationship to its private-sector collaborating group, the Partnership for 
a Healthier America (PHA). The PHA describes itself as devoted to working 
with the private sector to solve the childhood obesity crisis. Coca-Cola—
directly through its Dasani brand of bottled water and indirectly through 
the ABA—supports the PHA’s Drink Up campaign to encourage water con-
sumption. The campaign actively promotes consumption of bottled water 

Figure 22.3. Coca-Cola’s Cap the Tap program logo, 2009. Information about the 
program was available online in 2013 but disappeared soon after the publication of 
critical blog posts.
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Table 23.1 summarizes data obtained from Open Secrets on Big Soda 
lobbying activities in 2013. Together, Coca-Cola, PepsiCo, and the ABA re-
ported spending nearly $11 million on lobbying, an amount that represents 
37 percent of total lobbying expenditures by the sixty companies. The soda 
industry takes lobbying seriously. The three groups pay a remarkable number 
of individuals—ninety-one are listed—to lobby on their behalf. They either 
employ these lobbyists directly (in-house) or pay lobbying firms to recruit 
others to promote soda interests to federal or state governments.

The amount of money that food and beverage companies devote to lob-
bying depends on the issues Congress is considering. For example, soda 
lobbying expenditures rose sharply from 2008 to 2009. Whereas the ABA 
spent less than $700,000 on lobbying in 2008, the amount jumped to $19 
million in 2009. Coca-Cola’s lobbying expenses went from $2.5 million to 
$9.4 million, and Pepsi’s from $1.1 million to $9.2 million that year. Alto-
gether, Big Soda spent nearly $38 million in lobbying in 2009. Why the 
sharp increase? Congress was considering a tax on sodas. The lobbying funds 
were well spent: Congress soon gave up on that idea.4

In 2013, even with no such tax under consideration, soda lobbyists re-
ported meeting with officials and staff of the House and Senate; the White 
House; the USDA, FDA, and EPA; the Departments of State, Treasury, and 
Homeland Security; the Commodity Futures Trading Commission; and the 
Securities and Exchange Commission, among others. It is difficult to think 
of a single issue relevant to soda companies that lobbyists did not discuss. 

Table 23.1  Soda lobbying activities, 2013: summary

LOBBYING ACTIVITIES COCA-COLA PEPSICO AMERICAN 
BEVERAGE 

ASSOCIATION 
(ABA)

TOTAL

Expenditure for lobbyists $5,981,527 $3,720,000 $1,240,000 $10,941,527
Number of in-house lobbyists 9 6 6 21
Number of outsourced lobbying 

firms
6 6 4 16

Number of outsourced lobbyists 32 21 17 70
Total number of lobbyists 41 27 23 91
Revolving door: lobbyists  

previously employed by  
government, number (percent)

32 (78%) 19 (70%) 15 (65%) ~70%

source: OpenSecrets.com, 2013.
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Table 23.2  Issues reported as discussed with federal officials in 2013 by lobbyists for 
Coca-Cola

ISSUE REPORTED MY TRANSLATION

Promote active healthy lifestyles, obesity  
prevention, and additional funding for  
physical education programs

Physical activity is more important than soda 
intake as a causative factor in obesity

Oppose programs and legislation that discriminate 
against specific foods and beverages

Don’t pass laws that single out sodas for taxes 
or size restriction

Educate policy makers on companies’ voluntary 
efforts to reduce calories from beverages in 
schools

Do not pass or enforce rules that restrict soda 
sales in schools

Oppose proposals that restrict or ban the sale  
of certain sizes of beverage containers

Do not allow New York City—or any other 
state or municipal government—to  
limit the size of sodas that can be sold 
(Chapter 25)

Promote choice and fairness in the guidelines  
of the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance  
Program (SNAP); oppose policies that single 
out certain food and beverage items available 
to purchase under SNAP

Do not allow the USDA to make sodas ineli-
gible for purchase with SNAP benefits 
(Chapter 16)

Oppose legislation that would tax bottled and 
canned beverages to pay for wastewater  
treatment and water infrastructure upgrades

Do not tax sodas (Chapters 26 and 27)

Support regulatory reform in commodity market 
for aluminum

Allow us to buy aluminum for our cans at 
lower prices

Support international and domestic tax reform  
for American-headquartered companies that 
compete globally

Reduce our corporate taxes

Seek assistance to urge the governments of Chile 
and Peru to include industry in discussions on 
proposed labeling regimes in those countries

Make sure that Chile and Peru do not require 
front-of-package food labels that might 
discourage soda purchases

Seek assistance to urge the Mexican government 
to work with industry to implement meaningful 
solutions to obesity

Ensure that Mexico does not impose a soda tax 
(Chapter 27)

source: OpenSecrets.com, 2014.

Although lobbyists for the ABA report issues mainly as “monitored,” and 
PepsiCo’s lobbyists say their discussions involve no specific legislation, Coca-
Cola’s lobbyists are sometimes more explicit about what they list as matters 
of concern. Table 23.2 gives some examples of Coca-Cola lobbying disclo-
sures related to issues discussed in this book.

Even this short list of examples should be enough to demonstrate that 
any initiative that might affect soda production, transportation, sales, or 
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to the Supreme Court’s 2014 ruling in McCutcheon v. Federal Election Com-
mission, individuals and corporations were limited to an aggregate total of 
$123,000 per election for the amounts they could give to candidates, national 
party committees, and state or local party committees.7 These limitations 
explain why corporate campaign contributions appear lower than lobbying 
expenditures.

The Supreme Court’s McCutcheon decision got rid of these restrictions. 
The Court ruled that because aggregate limits on campaign contributions 
“do not further the government’s interest in preventing quid pro quo cor-
ruption or the appearance of such corruption, while at the same time seri-
ously restricting participation in the democratic process, they are invalid 
under the First Amendment.” In effect, this decision allowed corporate and 
individual election contributions to be virtually unlimited, especially when 
funneled through PACs or party committees.8

Table 23.3 summarizes information from Open Secrets about the con-
tributions of Coca-Cola, PepsiCo, and the ABA in the 2012 election cycle, 
when the pre-McCutcheon restrictions still applied.9 Such amounts were ex-
pected to increase greatly in subsequent election cycles.

Table 23.3  Big Soda campaign contributions, 2012 (pre-McCutcheon) election cycle*

CONTRIBUTIONS COCA-COLA PEPSICO AMERICAN 
BEVERAGE 

ASSOCIATION (ABA)

Total campaign contributions $2,900,000 $1,100,000 $1,500,000
To political parties $150,000 $220,000 $16,000
To candidates $830,000 $535,000 $200,000
To leadership PACs $77,000 $51,000 $14,000
To 527 committees $1,300,000 $220,000 $1,300,000
To the Republican Governors 

Association
$750,000 $50,000 $640,000

To the Democratic Governors 
Association

$410,000 $61,000 $310,000

Highest contribution to a 
single candidate

$54,000 
(Barack 
Obama, D)

$50,000
(Mitt  
Romney, R)

$10,000 
Tommy  
Thompson  
(R-Wisc.)

Contributions from individuals $240,000 $220,000 $19,000
Contributions from PACs $590,000 $320,000 $180,000

* Amounts rounded off for easier reading.

source: Center for Responsive Politics, Open Secrets, 2013. The Supreme Court’s removal of restrictions on 
campaign contributions in McCutcheon v. Federal Election Commission did not apply until the 2014 election cycle.



 Using Public Relations and Front Groups 337

THE CENTER FOR CONSUMER FREEDOM (COCA-COLA)

In 2014, the Center for Consumer Freedom (CCF) was subsumed into an um-
brella “educational and charitable” organization called the Center for Organi-
zational Research and Education (CORE, an abbreviation that conveniently if 
confusingly mimics that of the venerable civil rights group Congress of Racial 
Equality). This CORE website, however, explains that the organization is a 
“nonprofit dedicated to research and education about a wide variety of ac-
tivist groups, exposing their funding, agendas, and tactics.” CORE includes 
two other entities in addition to CCF: ActivistCash.com and a new front 
group, the Environmental Policy Alliance, abbreviated EPA. This abbreviation 
is also no coincidence. This EPA is “devoted to uncovering the funding and 
hidden agendas behind environmental activist groups and exploring the in-
tersection between activists and government agencies”; by government agen-
cies, it means the Environmental Protection Agency—the other EPA.15

CCF is the principal front group for food and beverage issues. Its web-
site says CCF is a “nonprofit organization devoted to promoting personal 
responsibility and promoting consumer choices.” The website explains the 
rationale for its formation:

Table 24.1 “Astroturf ” American Beverage Association-funded city  
and state front groups organized to oppose soda taxes, 2012–2014

CITY OR STATE ABA-FUNDED COALITION

Baltimore Stop the Baltimore City Beverage Tax
Berkeley No Berkeley Beverage Tax
California Community Coalition Against Beverage Taxes
Chicago Chicago Coalition Against Beverage Taxes
Hawaii No Hawaii Beverage Tax
Illinois Illinois Coalition Against Beverage Taxes
Kansas Kansans Against Food and Beverage Taxes
New York New Yorkers Against Unfair Taxes
Oregon Oregon Coalition Against Beverage Taxes
Philadelphia Philly Jobs. Not Taxes.
Pittsburgh No Pittsburgh Beverage Tax
Rhode Island Rhode Islanders Against the Beverage Tax
San Francisco Coalition for an Affordable City
Texas No Texas Beverage Tax
Vermont Stop the Vermont Beverage Tax
Washington, D.C. No DC Beverage Tax
Washington State Washingtonians Against the Beverage Tax



Table 25.1 New York City’s Sugary Drink Portion Cap Rule: time line of events during 
the legal challenges

DATE EVENTS IN THE LEGAL CHALLENGES

2012  
May Obesity Task Force issues report recommending limits on the sizes of sugary 

drinks sold in New York City. Mayor Michael Bloomberg proposes Portion 
Size Rule to limit sales of sugary drinks (> 25 calories per 8 ounces) to  
containers of 16 ounces or less by retail establishments under city jurisdiction.

June Fourteen of 51 New York City Council members write mayor insisting that the 
rule be put to the council for a vote. It is not.

July Board of Health holds public hearing on the rule. Several City Council members 
testify against the rule.

September Board of Health adopts rule to take effect March 12, 2013.
October The ABA organizes coalition of groups (Hispanic Chambers of Commerce et al.) 

to jointly petition New York State Supreme Court (New York County) to 
block rule.

November Five members of the City Council file an amici brief in support of the soda  
industry’s petition.

December The New York State Conference of the National Association for the  
Advancement of Colored People (NAACP) and the Hispanic Federation file 
brief supporting the soda industry’s position.

2013  
January State Supreme Court holds hearing, presided over by Justice Milton Tingling.
February Mayor Bloomberg asks New York State governor Andrew Cuomo to extend rule 

to convenience stores regulated by state. Cuomo denies request.
March Supreme Court issues injunction; blocks the “ban” as “arbitrary and capricious.” 

Bloomberg administration appeals. National minority, community, public 
health, and medical groups file amici briefs supporting the rule. City officials 
(including then public advocate but soon to be mayor Bill de Blasio) and 
representatives of minority and health community groups speak out in favor 
of rule.

June New York State Appellate Division (First Department) holds hearings.
July Appellate Division upholds lower court ruling; says mayor lacks authority to 

adopt health policy without vote of City Council. Bloomberg administration 
appeals.

August Polls say 60 percent of New Yorkers oppose the rule.
October New York State Court of Appeals agrees to review case.
November Public advocate Bill de Blasio, who favors rule, is elected mayor. City Council 

member Letitia James, who opposes rule, is elected public advocate.
2014  
January Bill de Blasio replaces Bloomberg as mayor; appoints Dr. Mary Bassett, who 

supports rule, as health commissioner. City Council member Melissa  
Mark-Viverito, who opposes rule, is elected its Speaker.

April National Alliance for Hispanic Health and other prominent minority groups file 
amici brief in support of rule.

(continued )
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The ABA’s Strange Bedfellows

It is understandable why groups whose sales might be threatened by the 
soda “ban,” such as the National Restaurant Association and the New York 
State Association of Theater Owners, would oppose it. The soda industry’s 
allies also included unions representing workers in bottling plants and 
those who transport sodas, such as the International Brotherhood of Team-
sters and the Soft Drink and Brewery Workers Union Local 812, along with 
minority business associations such as the Hispanic Chambers of Com-
merce and the New York Korean-American Grocers Association.31

But the New York City Council also weighed in: five members signed an 
amicus curiae brief arguing that they, not the Board of Health, had the au-
thority to set such a policy. And to the surprise of many city officials and 
public health advocates, the New York State chapter of the National Associa-
tion for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP) and the Hispanic 
Federation also filed a brief opposing the cap rule. Their concern: damage to 
small and minority-owned businesses by “discriminatorily preventing them 
from selling large ‘sugary beverages’ while allowing their large competitors 
such as 7-Eleven and grocery stores to carry the banned sugary beverages.”32

Why would minority groups, whose health would most benefit from 
drinking less soda, support the industry’s opposition to the rule? The NAACP 
and the Hispanic Federation argued from principle that it was discrimina-
tory, paternalistic, and damaging to minority-owned small businesses. But 
they shared one other relevant characteristic: for years, Coca-Cola and Pep-
siCo have generously supported their programs.33

The same question must be asked of the City Council, many of whose 
members represent communities where obesity and type 2 diabetes are 
rampant. City Council member Dan Halloran, for example, who took the 

DATE EVENTS IN THE LEGAL CHALLENGES

May The majority (32 of 51) of members of the New York City Council, along with the 
public advocate, file amici brief opposing the rule.

June Appeals Court holds hearing. National public health leaders issue statements in 
support of rule. Appeals Court decides that the rule exceeded the authority of 
the New York City Board of Health and infringed on power reserved for the 
New York City Council.

October Mayor de Blasio says his administration is meeting with health advocates and 
lobbyists to consider alternative ways to cap the size of sugary drinks.

Table 25.1 Continued
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Engage in the Debate

Table 25.2 Topic for debate: soda sizes should be capped at 16 ounces*

THE SODA INDUSTRY AND ITS 
SUPPORTERS SAY

ADVOCATES SAY

Cities have no right to impose size limits 
on foods.

Cities have a responsibility to ensure the health of 
their residents.

Soda caps are an infringement of  
personal freedom.

Large sodas limit parents’ freedom to raise healthy 
children.

The cap rule is a ban on soda consumption. The cap rule sets a maximum size per serving.
The cap rule restricts customers’ choice. The cap rule restricts the soda industry’s choice.
People have the right to drink as much 

soda as they wish.
People may order as many drinks as they wish; free 

refills are also permitted.
Caps on soda sizes unfairly affect the 

poor.
Soda-related obesity and type 2 diabetes unfairly 

affect the poor.
The ban discriminates against minorities. Minorities bear the discriminatory burden of higher 

levels of obesity and type 2 diabetes.
The ban will not improve health. The default size affects consumption; soda  

consumption is strongly linked to obesity, type 2 
diabetes, and other health conditions.

Soda caps are unfair to small businesses. The health care burden from obesity and type 2  
diabetes is unfair to small businesses.

Only the New York City Council has the 
authority to set a cap on soda sizes.

The New York City Board of Health has the  
responsibility to ensure the health of residents.

* Adapted in part from New York City Department of Health and Mental Hygiene, “Sugary Drink Portion Cap 
Rule: Fact vs. Fiction.”

Take Action

 • Build coalitions to support portion size limits.
 • Frame caps on portion sizes as part of a broad commitment to 

address the health and economic needs of the underserved.
 • Ask city councils to set maximum limits on soda sizes.
 • Ask city agencies to stop selling and serving sodas on city property 

or to set maximum limits on their sizes.
 • Be prepared to address concerns about nanny-state infringement on 

personal choice.
 • Pressure soda companies to reduce the price differential between 

large and small serving sizes.
 • Ask the FDA to require the full number of calories in a container—

not just calories per serving—on the front of soda cans or bottles of 
all sizes.
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overweight or obese and 15 percent are known to have type 2 diabetes.2 
Another law a few months later specified that 80 percent of the revenues 
were to be earmarked for public health programs to combat malnutrition, 
to prevent obesity, and—most critical for popular support—to improve 
access to clean water in rural areas, schools, and public spaces. Table 27.1 
summarizes the details of the Mexican soda tax law.

Mexican health authorities viewed the need to address obesity as an 
urgent priority. Although Mexico was still a relatively poor country, its 
economy was improving. Its population was becoming increasingly obese, 
a transition widely attributed to the introduction of processed foods and 
beverages. Health officials suspected that their efforts to deal with poverty 
were promoting obesity, and they wanted to make sure that measures aimed 
at raising revenues would also deal with obesity prevention. Mexicans were 
spending more than $14 billion a year on soft drinks, about 163 liters of sodas 
a year per capita, amounting to more than one 12-ounce serving per day.3 
Raising the price of sugary drinks also might help counter the ways these 
beverages were so deeply entrenched in Mexican culture.

The origins of this entrenchment date back to the 1950s, when Coca-
Cola began intense marketing campaigns in Mexico. By the 1970s, sodas 
were well established as components of daily cultural life. In the early 2000s, 
the company embarked on more aggressive sales strategies. It commis-
sioned people to deliver bottles, campaigned against local colas, threatened 
store owners selling competing drinks, contracted with schools, and sold 
sodas at prices below that of water in rural communities. For such prac-
tices, some of which pushed legal limits, the company was fined $13 mil-
lion in 2003.4

Table 27.1 The Mexican soda tax law: summary

ISSUE DETAILS

The tax Passed by Congress, October 31, 2013; went into effect January 1, 2014
Type of tax Excise
Amount of tax 1 peso per liter (about 8 cents U.S.)
Price increase About 10 percent
Taxable items All drinks with added sugar, except milks and yogurts
Anticipated reduction  

in consumption
10 percent to 13 percent

Anticipated revenues 12 billion pesos per year ($900 million U.S.)
Earmark Passed May 2014: public health measures to address obesity and 

diabetes, beginning with installation of potable water fountains  
or dispensers in all schools throughout the country
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The endowment points out that the $122 spent by the ABA on every 
vote in those two cities could have paid for a bag of organic fruits and veg-
etables for every household, or 104 playgrounds, 78 miles of bike lanes, 2,611 
water fountains for parks and schools, 6,705 soccer goal posts, or 1,492,413 
jump ropes—among other health-promoting options.

ADVOCATE: TAX SODAS

Understand the Issues

In 2012, the Rudd Center’s Roberta Friedman and Kelly Brownell summa-
rized the arguments in favor of soda taxes:33

 • Habitual consumption of sugar-sweetened beverages is linked to 
poor diets, obesity, and obesity-related chronic diseases.

Figure 27.2 How the soda industry’s anti-tax money could have been better spent. The 
California Endowment created this chart to illustrate how soda industry expenditures 
to fight the soda tax could have been used to promote children’s health. The illustration 
appeared in the San Francisco Chronicle, November 14, 2014. Courtesy Anne Stuhldreher, 
California Endowment. 
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 • Sodas contain sugars but no nutrients; their calories are “empty.”
 • Liquid calories do not induce satiety as well as those in food.
 • Sodas are not necessary for survival, but are widely consumed.
 • Sodas are marketed extensively to children, adolescents, and 

low-income groups most at risk of overweight and its consequences.
 • Soda consumption is highest among such groups.
 • Taxes reduce soda consumption.
 • When used to pay for health programs, taxes can help balance the 

societal cost of soda consumption in lost productivity and health care.

Engage in the Debate

Obviously, the soda tax issue generates fierce debate.34 Friedman and 
Brownell laid out the principal anti-tax arguments and suggested ways that 
advocates could rebut them. Table 27.2 draws on their format to contrast 
the main debating points.

Table 27.2 Topic for debate: sugar-sweetened sodas should be subject to excise taxes

OPPONENTS SAY ADVOCATES SAY

Taxes are a blunt instrument of government 
intervention.

Taxes can encourage healthier food choices while 
generating needed revenue.

No compelling evidence links sodas to 
obesity or other health problems.

Research sponsored by independent agencies, not 
soda companies, clearly links soda consumption 
to overweight and poor health.

Soda taxes are regressive. They  
disproportionately hurt poor people.

Diabetes is regressive. Obesity and diabetes  
disproportionately hurt poor people.

Governments should stay out of personal 
choice.

Governments should protect the health of citizens.

Soda choice is a matter of personal  
responsibility.

Taxpayers fund health care costs. Obesity and  
diabetes are matters of social responsibility.

Soda companies are already making 
healthful changes to their products.

Soda companies heavily market sugary beverages.

Soda sales have declined while obesity 
rates remain high; Sodas cannot be 
responsible for obesity. 

Obesity rates are stabilizing as soda sales decline. 
Sales of some other sweetened beverages are 
increasing. All should be taxed.

Sodas are not cigarettes or alcohol. They  
do not cause the same level of harm.

The health effects of sodas increase health care costs 
for everyone.

Soda taxes lead to unintended consequences. 
Decreases in consumption will be offset 
by other sources of calories.

Cigarette taxes decreased smoking. Let’s try taxing 
sodas and see whether it works.

 
Everyone opposes nanny-state soda taxes. Soda taxes linked to health programs have strong 

bipartisan support from public health organizations, 
city officials, and policy centers.
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THE PRINCIPAL U.S. GROUPS ADVOCATING FOR HEALTHIER 
BEVERAGE CHOICES

ADVOCACY GROUP RESOURCES

Berkeley Media Studies Group
http://bmsg.org

Technical assistance on the design, framing, implementation 
and evaluation of media advocacy campaigns. See 
especially:

 • Working Upstream: Skills for Social Change 
( Publications)

 • Layers of strategy (Training); Framing 101 (Resources)
California Center for Public Health 

Advocacy
http://www.publichealthadvocacy.org

Kick the Can: Giving the Boot to Sugary Drinks
http://www.kickthecan.info
Fact sheets, research reports, advocacy tools, polling data, 

campaigns, state and local legislation and initiatives, 
videos, images, links to other sources

Center for Science in the Public  
Interest (CSPI)

https://www.cspinet.org

Sugar drinks home page
http://www.cspinet.org/liquidcandy/index.html
Current events, reports, fact sheets, links, campaigns, 

petitions, summit materials
• Global Dump Soft Drinks campaign

http://www.dumpsoda.org/campaigns.html
• National Alliance for Nutrition and Activity (NANA)

https://www.cspinet.org/nutritionpolicy/nana.html
• Food Marketing Workgroup

http://www.foodmarketing.org

(continued)

http://www.publichealthadvocacy.org
http://www.kickthecan.info
https://www.cspinet.org
http://www.cspinet.org/liquidcandy/index.html
http://www.dumpsoda.org/campaigns.html
https://www.cspinet.org/nutritionpolicy/nana.html
http://www.foodmarketing.org
http://bmsg.org
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ADVOCACY GROUP RESOURCES

ChangeLab Solutions
http://changelabsolutions.org

Childhood obesity home page
http://changelabsolutions.org/childhood-obesity
This site provides extensive toolkits and model legislation 

to promote:
 • Active, healthy communities
 • Healthier food environments
 • Limits on unhealthy foods
 • Junk food marketing
 • Healthier schools
 • Law & policy 101

Rudd Center for Food Policy and  
Obesity

http://www.uconnruddcenter.org

What We Do home page
http://www.uconnruddcenter.org/what-we-do
Research, policy briefs, fact sheets, graphs, maps, videos, 

guides to advocacy in these policy areas:
 • Economics
 • Food Marketing to Youth
 • Schools, Families & Communities
 • Weight Bias & Stigma
 • Public Policy
 • Sugary Drinks/Taxes

Links were active at the time of publication.

Continued

http://www.uconnruddcenter.org
http://www.uconnruddcenter.org/what-we-do
http://changelabsolutions.org
http://changelabsolutions.org/childhood-obesity
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NATIONAL, STATE, AND LOCAL CAMPAIGNS TO REDUCE  
SODA CONSUMPTION: SELECTED U.S. EXAMPLES

LEVEL SPONSOR CAMPAIGN

National CDC Rethink Your Drink
http://www.cdc.gov/healthyweight/healthy_eating/drinks.

html
Reducing sugary drink access to youth
http://www.cdc.gov/features/healthybeverages

State Illinois Illinois Alliance to Prevent Obesity: Rethink Your Drink 
http://preventobesityil.org/?page_id=453

 Kentucky Kentucky Department for Public Health: Zero Soda campaign
http://chfs.ky.gov/dph/mch/hp/5210/default.htm

County Howard, Maryland Howard County, Unsweetened. Better Choices Coalition
http://www.betterchoicescoalition.org

 Los Angeles,  
California

Los Angeles County Department of Public Health
Choose Health LA
http://www.choosehealthla.com/eat-healthy/sugar-loaded- 

beverages/
 King County, 

Washington
Seattle & King County Public Health Department: Nutrition 

and Health
http://www.kingcounty.gov/healthservices/health/nutrition.

aspx
Search for Sugary Drinks. See:
• 10 Things Parents Should Know About Sugary Drinks
•  10 Things Families & Organizations Can Do to Cut Down 

on Sugary Drinks

(continued)

http://www.cdc.gov/healthyweight/healthy_eating/drinks.html
http://www.cdc.gov/healthyweight/healthy_eating/drinks.html
http://www.cdc.gov/features/healthybeverages
http://preventobesityil.org/?page_id=453
http://chfs.ky.gov/dph/mch/hp/5210/default.htm
http://www.betterchoicescoalition.org
http://www.choosehealthla.com/eat-healthy/sugar-loaded-beverages/
http://www.choosehealthla.com/eat-healthy/sugar-loaded-beverages/
http://www.kingcounty.gov/healthservices/health/nutrition.aspx
http://www.kingcounty.gov/healthservices/health/nutrition.aspx
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LEVEL SPONSOR CAMPAIGN

City Boston, Massachusetts Boston Public Health Commission: Sugar Smarts
http://www.bphc.org/whatwedo/healthy-eating-active-living/

sugar-smarts/Pages/Sugar-Smarts.aspx
 New York, New York New York City Department of Health and Mental Hygiene

Sugary drinks home page http://www.nyc.gov/html/doh/
html/living/cdp_pan_pop.shtml

Links were active at the time of publication. If inactive, refer to the California Center for Public Health Advocacy’s 
current list of educational and legislative campaigns about soda consumption at http://www.kickthecan.info (see 
Campaigns).

Continued

http://www.bphc.org/whatwedo/healthy-eating-active-living/sugar-smarts/Pages/Sugar-Smarts.aspx
http://www.bphc.org/whatwedo/healthy-eating-active-living/sugar-smarts/Pages/Sugar-Smarts.aspx
http://www.nyc.gov/html/doh/html/living/cdp_pan_pop.shtml
http://www.nyc.gov/html/doh/html/living/cdp_pan_pop.shtml
http://www.kickthecan.info
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A BIBLIOGRAPHIC NOTE ON SOURCES

In writing a book about advocacy to reduce consumption of Coke, Pepsi, and 
other sugary drinks, I had to confront a daunting reality. I am not the first 
person to write about these topics. Indeed, the existing published work on the 
soda industry could fill a small library on its own. From slogging through this 
material, I came to understand that no official of Coca-Cola—from the 1880s 
on—ever threw out a scrap of paper; every one of those scraps found its way 
into some company or university archive; and every one of those archives has 
already been mined to the hilt by an army of scholars and journalists. Even 
more sobering: many of those researchers had already produced works of re-
markably distinguished scholarship.

Existing books about soda companies include histories, business ana lyses, 
biographies, personal accounts, political analyses, advertising ephemera, tech-
nical manuals, and company trade books. These cover the ground from the aca-
demic to hagiography, diatribe, and gossip. Most focus on Coca-Cola, and for 
good reason. The company’s source materials are extensive and its history is 
rich with fascinating characters and domestic and international political in-
trigue. From this library, PepsiCo appears to be a far less interesting company, 
or perhaps it is just that its executives kept paper trails under lock and key. 
Below, I provide an annotated list of the books I found most useful for produc-
ing this particular addition to this genre.

Making sense of current events in soda advocacy required me to keep up 
not just with new research articles, which seemed to appear every day, but also 
with a Niagara Falls of online material. For most of the three years I worked on 
this book, I subscribed to a Google Scholar feed for Coca-Cola and PepsiCo. 
These typically listed twenty-five to fifty articles a day mentioning Coca-Cola, 
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and half that number for Pepsi. Friends and colleagues, knowing that I was 
writing about the soda industry, sent items they had run across. I eventually 
figured out how to sort through and organize this avalanche of material, but 
doing so required daily diligence. The research review in this book is current 
through May 2015, but I firmly believe that the themes, history, and advocacy 
material should remain relevant for years to come.

BOOKS ABOUT THE SODA INDUSTRY: A HIGHLY SELECTIVE LIST

Among the library of books written about soda companies and their industry, 
I found some to be especially germane to advocacy. Any such list must start 
with the now classic history written by Mark Pendergrast, to whom all current 
writers, including me, are deeply indebted. I list the others by topic but other-
wise in no particular order.

Histories of the Companies

Pendergrast, Mark. For God, Country & Coca-Cola: The Definitive History of 
the Great American Soft Drink and the Company That Makes It, 3rd ed. Basic 
Books, 2013. Pendergrast produced the first edition of his book in 1993, and 
the second in 2000. Although this 3rd edition adds three new chapters to 
update events through 2012, it is 100 pages shorter than the 2nd because—and 
scholars like me are aghast—it omits endnotes. You can get the notes to the 
2nd edition at http://www.markpendergrast.com, but you are on your own for 
the 3rd. Nevertheless, the writers of several books I mention here thank Mr. 
Pendergrast for his support, and I do too. He is extraordinarily generous with 
information and encouragement. When I was unable to find a discussion of 
something I was certain had to be in his book, Pendergrast sent me a search-
able electronic file. He has made his research papers publicly available at Emory 
University—a gift to scholars. And he tells wonderful stories, backing each of 
them up with meticulous research. His (I hope) ironic bottom line: “And 
aside from controversies over nutrition, obesity, culture, advertising, politics, 
water depletion, labor issues, and death squads, The Coca-Cola Company has 
been a force for good in the world” (p. 483). Readers of what Pendergrast has 
to say about such issues, however, may come to quite different conclusions, as 
I most definitely did.

Allen, Frederick L. Secret Formula: How Brilliant Marketing and Relentless 
Salesmanship Made Coca-Cola the Best-Known Product in the World. Harper-
Business, 1994. Despite its flashy title, this is a work of serious historical schol-
arship up to the early 1990s. The author, a journalist, did just what Pendergrast 

http://www.markpendergrast.com
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did and at much the same time (Pendergrast tells me they met once at the 
Coca-Cola archives). Allen’s book, which followed Pendergrast’s first edition by 
a year, is also carefully researched—a detailed historical account of how a com-
pany selling a product based in patent medicine—nothing but flavored, col-
ored, caffeinated sugar water—became an international symbol of America, 
admired more for its iconic brand than for its taste.

Hays, Constance L. The Real Thing: Truth and Power at the Coca-Cola 
Company. Random House, 2004. This history by a now deceased business writer 
for the New York Times homed in on the company’s business aspects—leadership, 
acquisitions, and stock prices. Hays’s book is especially useful for its discussion 
of race issues, both historical and recent. The company, she points out, is head-
quartered in the South, where issues related to slavery and the Civil War continue 
to be alive and well and highly contemporary.

Louis, J. C., and Harvey Z. Yazijian. The Cola Wars: The Story of the 
Global Corporate Battle Between the Coca-Cola Company and PepsiCo, Inc. 
Everest House, 1980. The subtitle does not do justice to the content of this 
book, a carefully researched account of both companies’ involvement in the 
seamiest aspects of national and international politics. Beginning with the idea 
that soft drinks constitute the essence of American capitalism, the authors de-
scribe how Pepsi favored Republicans (especially President Richard Nixon) and 
Coca-Cola favored Democrats (especially President Jimmy Carter), and how 
both “siblings” were rewarded accordingly. On the international scene, the 
book documents how one or the other company was involved in such matters 
as heroin and opium trafficking in South Vietnam, the Bay of Pigs invasion of 
Cuba, the overthrow of democratic governments in Guatemala and Chile, and 
Teamster payoffs. They quote a president of Pepsi: “I think businessmen should 
take a very vital interest in politics and governmental affairs. . . . It’s necessary to 
protect their own interest from punitive legislation” (p. 133). The authors con-
clude that

Coke and Pepsi operate within overlapping political and corporate net-
works that seek to preserve the marketplace favorable to both compa-
nies. On a symbolic plane, both contribute to an advertising structure 
that reinforces the values favorable to soft drinks. . . . [T]he companies 
stand toe-to-toe in the center of a whole system merging economic 
and political organization with certain very basic patterns of social 
behavior—primarily consumption (p. 370).

Their point is that competition between the two companies in reality is a 
close collaboration that works to the benefit of both.

Riley, John J. A History of the American Soft Drink Industry: Bottled Car-
bonated Beverages, 1807–1957. American Bottlers of Carbonated Beverages, 
1958. This is an authorized, uncritical, industry perspective on the origins of the 
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soft drink industry and its commercial development, with an emphasis on the 
technical aspects—carbonation, bottles, bottling equipment, plants, trucks—
and personalities. A useful appendix provides a detailed chronology of key 
events in this history, with preliminaries that begin in 1450 and events summa-
rized by decade from 1800 to 1957.

Lofland, Cheryl Harris. The National Soft Drink Association. NSDA, 1986. 
Trade associations have histories too. Soda trade associations started out in 1882 
and formally united as the American Bottlers of Carbonated Beverages in 
1919. The name changed to the National Soft Drink Association in 1966 and to 
the American Beverage Association (ABA) in 2004. The book provides ample 
documentation of how this organization has from its earliest days deliberately, 
systematically—and with great pride—lobbied for tax breaks, favorable trade 
rules, and exemptions from labeling requirements, but against sugar quotas, 
bottle deposit laws, nutrition standards for school meals, restrictions on adver-
tising to children, and soda taxes.

Stoddard, Bob. Pepsi-Cola: 100 Years. General Publishing Group, 1997. It’s 
a pity that Pepsi lacks a Pendergrast. This is one of the few books with any real 
content about PepsiCo, as most books about the company stick to collectibles. 
Stoddard’s is a coffee-table book, lavishly illustrated, with a detailed—but undo-
cumented—account of the company’s history. Unreferenced as it is, and beyond 
what Pepsi posts on its website, it’s all we have. While the book comes with a 
disclaimer—“This book has neither been authorized nor approved by Pepsi-
Cola Company”—it is introduced both by Roger Enrico, then CEO, and by one 
of its past CEOs, Donald Kendall. Kendall sets the tone:

I’m convinced free enterprise has been good for our country and for 
the world too. Among the things I’m most proud of is the part Pepsi-
Cola may have played in the downfall of Communism. I can’t prove 
that Pepsi gave Eastern Bloc consumers their first taste of freedom, but 
I’d sure like to think so.

Stoddard provides an index, but no sources at all—no references and no foot-
notes. Although researchers interested in checking his facts have to go to the 
company’s website or other histories that mention PepsiCo, or must dig for 
their own primary sources, this book is a good starting place—the only one, 
really—for understanding what this company is about.

Cultural and Political Histories

Kahn, E. J., Jr. The Big Drink: The Story of Coca-Cola. Random House, 1960. 
Kahn was a staff writer for the New Yorker when he produced this book based 
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on articles he published in the magazine in the 1950s. It is not scholarly and 
lacks references, endnotes, and an index. Instead, it is a breezy, gossipy account 
of the role of soda companies in American and international culture of that era. 
Many of the anecdotes told here show up in later histories, so the lack of cita-
tions to original sources is especially unfortunate. But you will learn such tid-
bits here as how a Pepsi bottler visiting Egypt “returned with the uplifting 
report that the camel he was riding was named Coca-Cola” (p. 37) and that 
Coca-Cola was offered the chance to buy the nearly bankrupt Pepsi company in 
1931 but declined.

Capparell, Stephanie. The Real Pepsi Challenge: How One Pioneering 
Company Broke Color Barriers in 1940s American Business. Wall Street Books, 
2007. Pepsi’s contribution to the civil rights movement began in 1940 when it 
hired its first African American salesman and, later, a team of a dozen, to expand 
the company’s reach into the “Negro” or “special” market. These jobs were highly 
prized by young African American men eager to go into business but with few 
such opportunities in the deeply racially segregated society of that time. The 
book documents the hardships these men had to endure not only on the road 
(hotels and restaurants refused to serve them) but also in corporate headquar-
ters, where slights and slurs were common. The book tells the stories of indi-
vidual team members and explains why these jobs were so groundbreaking. It is 
illustrated with photographs of the team and of advertisements targeted to Afri-
can American publications. An added bonus: the book comes with a thought-pro-
voking study guide. For example, “Throughout the 1940s, African-American 
publishers and civic leaders pushed hard to get corporations to pursue the so-
called Negro market. What were their motives? What did the lack of recognition 
of African-American spending clout have on individuals, companies, and soci-
ety as a whole?” Here’s another: “One of the salesmen said he would use ‘the race 
bit’ to sell Pepsi. What did he mean? How did the two biggest cola rivals use race 
in their campaigns in the 1940s and 1950s to sell their product?”

Foster, Robert J. Coca-Globalization: Following Soft Drinks from New 
York to New Guinea. Palgrave Macmillan, 2008. Foster is an anthropologist 
who uses sodas as an entry point into discussions of the cultural implications of 
globalization, particularly in Papua New Guinea. He also delves into share-
holder activism and obesity advocacy. He is persuasive about the cultural and 
political power of soda companies. Shareholder activism, he points out, is not 
the same as shareholder democracy. “How could it, when one director, Warren 
Buffett, controls about 200 million shares of The Coca-Cola Company (and 
thus 200 million votes), and I own five?” (p. 209).

Thomas, Mark. Belching out the Devil: Global Adventures with Coca-Cola. 
Nation Books, 2009. Thomas, who describes himself as a human rights activist 
and recovering Coca-Cola addict, moves quickly from the “happiness factory” 
at the Coca-Cola museum in Atlanta to Coke’s history of labor and other human 
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rights abuses in Colombia, El Salvador, Turkey, and India, among other places—all 
firmly denied by the company. These are ugly stories, particularly because, as 
Thomas puts it, “you can talk of consumers inviting you into their lives and you 
can treasure secret formulas but all you are selling is essentially sugar and water: 
fizzy pop. No one actually needs Coca-Cola and no one would die if it disappeared 
off the planet tomorrow” (p. 324).

Blanding, Michael. The Coke Machine: The Dirty Truth Behind the World’s 
Favorite Soft Drink. Avery, 2010. Blanding is not a fan of Coca-Cola. He begins 
with a tough look at the history of the company, an antidote to what the company 
says on its website. He hangs out all the dirty laundry: selling Coke by making 
portions bigger, getting products into schools, pushing bottled water, pushing 
sodas in developing countries, taking over water supplies in India, allegations of 
complicity in the murder of union organizers in Colombia, and fighting share-
holders upset about Killer Coke.

Elmore, Bartow J. Citizen Coke: The Making of Coca-Cola Capitalism. 
Norton, 2015. Elmore is a historian at the University of Alabama who takes a 
fresh look at how soda companies manage to make fortunes selling cheap sugar 
water. Advertising, he says, is only a minor factor in generating soda profits. 
The real money comes from a business strategy that offloads the costs and risks 
onto suppliers, bottlers, and taxpayers. Yes, taxpayers. We subsidize soda com-
panies’ use of city water supplies. We, not the companies, recycle discarded cans 
and bottles and pay for dealing with containers that are not recycled. We pay for 
the health care of the overweight and diabetic. The public, he says, should be 
setting and collecting the price for use of public resources, rather than “accept-
ing the bill for corporate waste.”

Personal Accounts

Enrico, Roger, and Jesse Kornbluth. The Other Guy Blinked: How Pepsi Won 
the Cola Wars. Bantam, 1986. At the time he wrote this book, Enrico was pres-
ident and CEO of PepsiCo USA and later of PepsiCo Worldwide Beverages. 
From him, you will learn more than you ever wanted to know about the Pepsi 
Challenge (to Coca-Cola), the advertisements featuring Michael Jackson, and 
Pepsi’s role in inducing Coca-Cola to change its formula and introduce the 
ill-fated Classic Coke. In his view, the rivalry between the two companies is good 
for both: “At Pepsi, we like the Cola Wars. We know they’re good for business—for 
all soft drink brands. . . . Everybody in the business wins” (p. 15).

Isdell, Neville, with David Beasley. Inside Coca-Cola: A CEO’s Life Story 
of Building the World’s Most Popular Brand. St. Martin’s Press, 2011. Isdell is of 
Northern Irish origins, grew up in Zambia, began his career with Coca-Cola in 
Africa, and spent thirty years as an executive supervising the company’s inter-
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national bottling operations. Retired in Barbados, he was called back and 
served as Coca-Cola’s chairman and CEO from 2004 to 2009. This is his version 
of how he turned the company around after his predecessors made a mess of 
things. Most of the book deals with the ways he solved management problems, 
but it ends with his idealistic vision of Coca-Cola as an exemplar of what he 
calls “connected capitalism”—boosting private-sector profits by fighting dis-
ease and poverty, healing the planet, and improving education. Contrast his 
view with that of Elmore’s “Coca-Cola capitalism” in Citizen Coke.
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