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Foreword

No one who knows the field would make a list of the five most important 
people in the fight for good food in the United States over the last couple of 
decades and leave off the name of Marion Nestle. This would probably be 
true even if she had retired after publishing her groundbreaking and still 
relevant work Food Politics. That book was a revelation to just about everyone 
who read it, a brilliant description of how Big Food methodically manipulates 
both individuals and our so-called representatives.

As those of us who rely on or simply follow her know well, she did not 
stop there. At least two of the books she’s published in the last ten years have 
been equally important. (You can judge which two; all of her books are 
worth reading.)

With Soda Politics, Marion sharpens her focus to lay bare the rapacious 
and despicable marketing practices used by the producers of soda (and, of 
course, the other sugar-sweetened beverages that are equally harmful) to 
push their worse-than-useless products on an increasingly obese country 
and, indeed, world.

I’ll leave it to her to tell that story, which involves not only the twin 
tragedies of obesity and diabetes but also sad stories of water use, land 
grabs, and exploitation of the poor, undereducated, and illiterate, as well as 
the targeting of children.

This last is ultra-important, because the “get ’em while they’re young” 
strategy works: as anyone over the age of thirty knows, it’s hard to change 
the style of eating you developed before you reached adolescence. And as 
long as pushers of soda and other junk food have their way with kids, we 

Mark Bittman



have to look twenty years down the road to really begin to solve our dietary 
problems.

The parallels between the marketing of cigarettes and that of soda have 
only recently become generally known. (Again, Marion has played a large 
part in this.) Cigarettes remain a threat, but the damage from sugar-sweetened 
beverages is among the great public health challenges of the twenty-first 
century. One can say with accuracy that the targeting of children by junk 
food marketers—and soda purveyors lead this pack—is among the greatest 
concerns of both public health advocates and those advocating good food.

One great thing about Marion is that she is not a pure academic: she 
does not merely describe problems, although she does that with unerring 
accuracy and wit. To (partially) quote her, she does “everything possible to 
discourage the marketing, promotion, and political protection of sugary 
drinks.” To her, soda is not just an “interesting” marketing phenomenon; it’s 
a concrete threat to our public health, and she is here not only to describe 
that threat but to help us figure out how to combat it.

She’s uniquely equipped to do so. There is not a better-educated (and 
I’m talking not only about school learning but also about daily reading, 
writing, and other ongoing hard work) and more principled person in her 
field.

If the consumption of soda has declined in the last few years (it has), it’s 
in no small part thanks to her advocacy. If purveyors of sugar-sweetened 
beverages are looking at falling profits (and they are), it’s precisely because 
a movement has grown around principles that were largely first presented 
to the public by Marion.

I personally am deeply in Marion Nestle’s debt; my guess is you’ll feel 
that way too by the time you finish reading this book.
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I can’t remember when my literary agent, Lydia Wills, along with another of 
her clients, the physician, writer, and television producer Neal Baer, first 
suggested that I write a book about advocacy for reducing soda consumption, 
but I do remember my reaction: this was one terrific idea. Sodas are aston-
ishing products. Little more than flavored sugar water, these drinks cost prac-
tically nothing to produce or buy, yet have turned their makers—principally 
Coca-Cola and PepsiCo—into multibillion-dollar industries with global 
recognition, distribution, and political power.

I have spent the last twenty years or so teaching, speaking, and writing 
books about how food companies encourage people to eat more and to gain 
weight as a result. My research aims to explain how—as part of the normal 
course of doing business—food companies use marketing, lobbying, partner-
ships, and philanthropy to promote sales, regardless of how their products 
might affect health. And affect health they do, none more than the sugar-
sweetened, carbonated beverages familiarly known as Coke and Pepsi. Today, 
it is so well established that sodas and other sugary drinks contribute to higher 
calorie intake, weight gain, obesity, and type 2 diabetes that stopping drinking 
them is the first line of defense against any of these conditions. Many people 
can lose weight, keep it off, and reduce or eliminate symptoms of diabetes by 
doing nothing more than removing sugary drinks from their daily diets.

I have been acutely conscious of the particular role of sodas in health 
since the early 1990s. Soon after starting my job as a nutrition professor at 
New York University, I was invited to speak at a conference on behavioral 
risk factors—cigarette smoking and diet—sponsored by the National Cancer 
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2 SODA POLITICS

Institute. Most of the speakers were international physicians and scientists 
whose research focused on anti-smoking advocacy. In that pre-PowerPoint 
era, their lectures featured slide shows of cigarette marketing throughout the 
world, from the jungles of Africa to the high Himalayas, much of it aimed at 
children.

The talks were a revelation. I was well aware that cigarette marketing in-
duced young people to start smoking, and I had seen plenty of advertise-
ments featuring Joe Camel, the cartoon cigarette character expressly designed 
to entice kids to smoke. But I had never paid much attention to these ads. 
Cigarette advertising was ubiquitous—part of the normal landscape of 
every day life. The speakers demonstrated how cigarette companies deliber-
ately created their ads to blend into the surroundings and to slip below the 
radar of conscious notice or critical thought. I left that meeting convinced 
that those of us who care about diet and health ought to follow the lead of 
anti-smoking advocates and pay that same kind of close critical attention to 
the marketing of Coke and Pepsi.

Of course, Coca-Cola, PepsiCo, and the other makers of sweetened drinks 
are much more complicated targets of public health advocacy than cigarette 
companies. For one thing, they are among the top-ranked, most recognized, 
and most admired brands in the world. Sodas are not cigarettes. An occasional 
sugary drink is hardly a health concern. But many Americans—especially 
those who are young, members of minority groups, and poor—habitually 
drink large volumes of soda on a daily basis at great harm to their health. It is 
hardly a coincidence that soda marketers single out precisely those groups 
as prime targets for marketing efforts.

Having done my share of international travel, I’ve seen the reach of soda 
companies into the most remote and poverty-stricken areas of the world. 
Viewed from this perspective, the marketing practices of cigarette and soda 
companies seem eerily similar. Both aim to sell as much of their products as 
possible, regardless of health consequences. Both encourage consumption 
with massive amounts of advertising, much of it aimed at children and low-
income groups. Both use philanthropy to community organizations as a 
means to create goodwill and build brand loyalty. Both lobby Congress and 
government agencies and spend fortunes to head off unfavorable regula-
tion. Both forge alliances with health organizations and researchers to make 
the science appear confusing and to silence criticism.

By this time, it seems clear that everyone interested in health should be 
taking a closer look at how, when, where, and to whom soda companies are 
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selling their products, and doing everything possible to discourage the mar-
keting, promotion, and political protection of sugary drinks. “Everything 
possible” means advocacy—encouraging individuals, private and public 
groups, and government agencies to discourage consumption of sugary 
drinks and replace them with healthier drinks.

I live in New York City, where health advocacy is part of a long civic 
tradition dating back to the earliest years of the twentieth century. In recent 
years, city officials, alarmed by the high prevalence of obesity and its related 
diseases, created a series of subway poster campaigns to discourage soda 
consumption, and attempted to tax sodas, prevent their purchase with food 
stamps, and limit the size of drinks that could be sold. I witnessed how the 
soda industry spared no expense to oppose these health initiatives and, 
 ultimately, to defeat them.

Despite these setbacks, health advocates continue to press for regula-
tory and social changes to discourage soda consumption. They start by 
asking some basic questions: How did products containing absurdly inex-
pensive ingredients—sugar and water and not much else—become multi-
billion-dollar industries and international brand icons? How did products 
that are essentially candy in liquid form come to be considered accept-
able for children as well as adults to drink as a substitute for water? What 
do soda companies do, overtly and covertly, to discourage legislators and 
health officials from focusing on their products as targets of “drink less” 
messages? How do these companies promote brand loyalty so intense that 
customers will take to the streets to protect their inalienable right to con-
sume as much soda as they want? And how do soft drink companies use 
their own version of the science to promote their products as essential for 
well-being and happiness? This book addresses these questions from the 
standpoint of advocacy—what those of us who care about such issues, indi-
vidually and collectively, can do to counter soda marketing and create a 
healthier food environment for ourselves and our children.

I wrote Soda Politics to address such questions. Why, you may wonder, is 
such a book needed, and why now? Doesn’t everyone know that sodas are bad 
for health? This is hardly the first book to take a critical look at soda compa-
nies. Indeed, as I explain in Appendix 3, an entire library can be filled with 
books about Coca-Cola and PepsiCo, their history, and their leaders, as well 
as their effects on health and society. But I view the soda situation in the 
United States as having reached a tipping point. Sodas are worth reading 
about for two reasons: health and advocacy. By now, research overwhelmingly 
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links soda consumption to overweight, poor health, and type 2 diabetes, and 
demonstrates that these illnesses pose critical problems not only for the people 
who have these conditions but also for society as a whole. The cost of obesity 
alone, in treatment and lost productivity, runs to hundreds of billions of dol-
lars annually.

As for advocacy, sodas are, in public health jargon, “low-hanging 
fruit”—easy targets. The drinks contain sugars but nothing else of redeeming 
nutritional value. This explains in part why sodas are so useful an example 
of successful  advocacy. Soda consumption is falling in the United States. We 
are not buying Coke and Pepsi the way we used to, and we are only partially 
replacing these products with other sugary drinks. This did not happen ac-
cidentally. As any soda company executive will tell you, health advocacy has 
become the single greatest threat to company profits. Advocates, with far 
fewer resources than soda companies, have used their democratic rights 
as citizens—and time-honored methods for promoting social change—to 
counter soda industry marketing, lobbying, and public relations. Advocates 
are gaining increasing public support and scoring wins, with all signs 
pointing to more to come. I argue in this book that declining soda sales are 
a result of effective food advocacy, and that this example provides lessons 
readily applicable to other advocacy targets. This book, unlike other books 
about the soda industry, explains why advocacy is so badly needed and 
how food and health advocacy can best be used to promote desirable social 
changes.

In Soda Politics, I focus primarily on one particular category of sugary 
drinks, the carbonated beverages variously known as sodas, pop, or soda 
pop—drinks mainly produced by Coca-Cola and PepsiCo. Although sugary 
drinks collectively account for fully half—yes, half—of all sugar consumed 
in the United States, sodas alone account for a third. And although many 
companies manufacture such drinks, Coca-Cola and PepsiCo thoroughly 
dominate the market. These companies are better established and their his-
tory and business practices are better studied than those of most other pro-
ducers of sugary beverages or food products. They exemplify companies 
willing to spend vast fortunes to market their products, to protect their 
marketing practices against government regulation, and to promote sales to 
children and other vulnerable populations in developing countries as well 
as in industrialized nations. To my mind, the standard operating practices 
of these companies demand the same kind of close scrutiny as has been 
given to cigarette companies, and for many of the same reasons.
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Soda Politics provides information, ideas for strategies, and resources 
for anyone who cares enough about the current dietary practices of adults 
and children to want to improve the environment of food choice. I wrote 
it to encourage efforts to counter the soda industry’s use of marketing, 
public relations, and manipulation of the political system to protect sales 
and profits at the expense of public health. I wrote it for parents who wish 
restaurants would not serve sodas with kids’ meals, schools would not offer 
sodas for sale, and soda companies would not advertise to their kids—and 
want such practices to stop. I wrote it for teenagers who want to take con-
trol of their own food environments. I wrote it for African and Hispanic 
Americans who are tired of being special targets of soda marketing and 
want to promote the health of their communities. I wrote it for elected of-
ficials who care about the health of their constituents but feel that their 
jobs depend on financial contributions from soda and other food compa-
nies. And, professor that I am, I wrote it for students who want to work for 
a healthier and more sustainable food environment but do not know how 
or where to start. My explicit purpose in writing this book is to inspire 
readers to join the food movement and become advocates for healthier food 
systems.

TO BEGIN WITH, SOME DEFINITIONS

In this book, I use the terms for sodas and other such drinks in specific ways. 
To avoid confusion, it’s best to know what they are right from the start.

 • Soft drinks. This is the generic term for nonalcoholic beverages 
other than plain water and 100 percent fruit juices. Soft drinks may 
be carbonated or noncarbonated, unsweetened or sweetened with 
sugar, high-fructose corn syrup (HFCS), or artificial sweeteners.

 • Sugar-sweetened beverages (SSBs) or their less formal synonym, 
sugary drinks. This term refers to any soft drink, carbonated or 
noncarbonated, sweetened with sugar or HFCS. The universe of 
SSBs includes sodas but also juice drinks, fruit drinks, fruit ades, 
teas and coffees, sports drinks, energy drinks, tonic water, vitamin 
waters, and any other drink containing sugars or HFCS.

 • Sodas (also known as pop or soda pop). In this book, these terms 
mean carbonated soft drinks—mostly colas, and mostly produced 
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by the Coca-Cola and PepsiCo companies—sweetened with sugars 
or HFCS. The industry refers to these drinks as “regular” sodas, to 
distinguish them from artificially sweetened diet sodas, and I do 
too, occasionally.

 • Diet sodas. These are carbonated soft drinks made with one or 
more artificial sweeteners such as aspartame, acesulfame potassium, 
or stevia. They contain no or very little sugar and provide no or very 
few calories.

Because Coca-Cola and PepsiCo so heavily dominate the soft drink 
industry in all categories, this book is mainly about how to advocate for 
curbing the practices of these two companies and their trade association, 
the American Beverage Association (ABA). Despite declining sales, 
sodas still dominate the soft drink market. Sales of diet sodas are also in 
sharp decline, but I will have much less to say about them, mainly be-
cause they do not contain sugars and their effects on health are less cer-
tain. And although many of the issues discussed in this book apply to 
sugary beverages other than sodas, I also do not say much about them 
even though their consumption is increasing and many of their brands 
are owned by Coca-Cola or PepsiCo. Despite their rising importance, 
their sales do not yet come close to those of these companies’ flagship 
carbonated cola products.

A QUICK OVERVIEW

I present the material in this book in eight sections. The first (Chapters 1–3) 
provides the background for understanding what sodas are and why anyone 
should care about their effects. The second (Chapters 4–6) deals with the 
health implications of sodas: dietary recommendations and the research 
that links soda consumption to health problems. This section also includes 
the first of the chapters that focus on advocacy, in this instance to prevent 
the most widespread of soda-induced health problems—dental disease. 
Section Three (Chapters 7–9) introduces the soda industry, its response to 
the rising prevalence of obesity and diabetes, and its marketing practices. In 
Section Four (Chapters 10–13), I delve into the vexing issues of marketing 
directed at children. I present specific examples of how advocates have at-
tempted to regulate marketing to children, remove sodas from schools, and 
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teach kids to take matters into their own hands. Section Five (Chapters 14–
16) examines the complicated history and current politics of the ways soda 
companies target marketing to African and Hispanic Americans and low-
income groups in the United States and in the vast populations of devel-
oping countries.

In Sections Six and Seven I take on the soda industry’s “softball” mar-
keting methods, those disguised as philanthropy or social responsibility—
methods similar to those used by cigarette companies to neutralize critics 
and keep government regulators at bay. Like cigarette companies, soda 
companies use corporate social responsibility to win friends and neutralize 
critics through “healthwashing,” investment in communities, support of 
health professional organizations and research (Chapters 17–20), and pro-
motion of environmental protection (Chapters 21–22). 

Chapters 23 and 24 examine the industry’s “hardball” tactics, those that 
take place behind the scenes where soda companies lobby Congress, donate 
to election campaigns, and use public relations and front groups to head off 
regulation and gain public support. The last section (Chapters 25–28) il-
lustrates these tactics and shows how advocates are working to counter 
them by limiting soda portion sizes and taxing sodas in the United States 
and internationally.

Finally, the concluding chapter and Appendices  1 and 2 describe the 
groups most active in this kind of advocacy, along with the methods they 
have developed to achieve their goals. Neal Baer contributes an afterword 
explaining how to access the electronic materials he has developed to sup-
port advocacy for healthier diets.

At this point, I should say something about the notes. Because much of 
what I discuss in this book can be construed as critical of one or another 
food company or marketing practice, I provide extensive (sometimes ridic-
ulously extensive) source notes. I do this to encourage you to do your own 
research and to form your own opinion of what it means. In the course of 
researching this book, I came across many videos, films, and other illustra-
tive material that might prove useful to advocates. I post this material on 
my website, www.foodpolitics.com, on the page devoted to this book.

My hope is that Soda Politics will inspire you not only to reduce your 
own consumption of sugary drinks but also to advocate for actions and 
policies to promote healthier food choices for everyone. I’d like you to 
think of this book as a guide and set of tools for making healthier foods 

http://www.foodpolitics.com
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more available, accessible, and affordable—in the United States and through-
out the world—and for connecting with others interested in pursuing the 
same goals.

Enjoy!
And take action.

—Marion Nestle, May 2015



What Is Soda? Why 
Advocacy Is Needed





In this book, I use the word sodas to mean carbonated, sugar-sweetened 
drinks, usually colas, dispensed from fountains into cups or sold in bottles, 
cans, or jugs. Depending on where you live, you may refer to them as pop, 
soda pop, fizzy drinks, or tonic, or call them by their brand nicknames—
Coke or Pepsi, for example.1 No matter what you call them, all sodas share 
three characteristics in common: they are carbonated, contain sugars of one 
kind or another, and are flavored. These features distinguish soda pop from 
noncarbonated but just as sugary or almost as sugary sports drinks, energy 
drinks, juice drinks, and waters. They also distinguish sodas from waters, 
flavored waters, and diet drinks that are not sugar-sweetened or that con-
tain artificial sweeteners.

From my nutritionist’s standpoint, sodas have only two ingredients that 
count: water and sugars. The others—sodium, caffeine, and color and flavor 
additives—are present in amounts too small to make much nutritional dif-
ference even when some of these chemicals occasionally raise health con-
cerns. In the United States, the sizes of soda containers range from 7.5 to 64 
ounces (2 liters), but let’s begin our examination of these drinks by taking a 
look at the contents of 12-ounce cans of Pepsi and Coca-Cola—the standard 
serving size proposed for a soda by the U.S. Food and Drug Administration 
(FDA) in 2014.2 These are shown in Figure 1.1.

1
Sodas

Inside Those Containers
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SODAS: NUTRITION FACTS

The Nutrition Facts portion of the label tells you how much water, sugar, 
sodium, and caffeine—and how many calories—these drinks contain. A 12-
ounce Pepsi contains 41 grams of carbohydrates, all from sugars, and 30 
milligrams of sodium. The sugars provide 150 calories. That’s it. In slight 
contrast, a 12-ounce Coca-Cola provides 10 fewer calories, a bit less sugar 
(39 grams), and a bit more sodium (45 milligrams), but these differences are 
too small to matter much. Even 45 milligrams of sodium makes only a small 
contribution to diets that typically contain 3,500 milligrams a day, which is 
why the labels say “very low sodium.”3 Sodium is not a nutrition issue for 

Figure 1.1 The Nutrition Facts panels from 12-ounce cans of regular (sugar-sweetened) 
Pepsi and Coke in 2014. That year, the FDA proposed to raise the standard serving size 
for a soft drink from 8 to 12 ounces, and to include information about added sugars on 
the Nutrition Facts panel. At the time this book went to press, 12 ounces meant 1.5 
servings. Photo courtesy of Charles Nestle.
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sodas. Sugars are the issue, and a big one. A 12-ounce Coke or Pepsi con-
tains ten teaspoons.

Sugars are carbohydrates. On average, each gram of carbohydrate pro-
vides 4 calories. But soda companies use the more precise 3.7 calories per 
gram as the basis of their calorie estimations, explaining why the 12-ounce 
Pepsi lists 150 calories on the label rather than 164. Yes, this minimizes the 
apparent calorie content, but the difference is too small to worry about. You 
can take the calorie numbers listed on the labels at face value.

No matter the number, soda calories—all of them from the sugars—are 
“empty.” Beyond calories, they have no nutritional value. As I explain in Chap-
ter 5, the health implications of sodas depend almost entirely on their sugar 
content. To a much smaller extent, the health effects also depend on how 
much caffeine the drink contains, and on what the flavoring and coloring 
substances might do, which takes us to considerations of the ingredient list.

SODA INGREDIENTS

Both Coca-Cola and Pepsi make a big deal about keeping the formulas for 
their products deep trade secrets. Historically, Coca-Cola referred to its 
ingredients as “merchandises.” The company listed Merchandise No. 1 as 
sugar, No. 2 as caramel, No. 3 as caffeine, No. 4 as phosphoric acid, and No. 5 
as a blend of three parts coca and one part cola. Beyond that, the historical 
information became vague.4

Today, the FDA makes keeping such secrets somewhat difficult. It re-
quires food and beverage companies to list all ingredients on product labels 
in order of decreasing weight, although, as I will explain, it makes an excep-
tion for caffeine. The can of Pepsi contains, from most to least, carbonated 
water, high-fructose corn syrup (HFCS), caramel color, sugar, phosphoric 
acid, caffeine, citric acid, and natural flavor. Coca-Cola’s ingredients are 
almost the same: carbonated water, high-fructose corn syrup, caramel color, 
phosphoric acid, natural flavors, and caffeine. The differences between 
Coke and Pepsi are mainly in the order of ingredients. Pepsi—but not 
Coke—lists sugar as well as HFCS; it also contains citric acid. Although the 
ingredients in Coke and Pepsi have not changed much for a century or 
more, nearly everything in them has caused controversy at one time or an-
other, some ingredients quite recently. Let’s take a look at the ingredients, 
starting from the top.
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Carbonated Water

Carbonated water, according to Coca-Cola, is “water with carbon dioxide 
bubbles added to provide fun and refreshment,” and many people do enjoy 
the feel and “bite” of carbonation. Water comes first on the list because, as 
the soda industry has long explained (Figure 1.2), its products—like many 
foods—are mostly water.5

Sugars: High-Fructose Corn Syrup and Sucrose

In both Coke and Pepsi, the sugars largely come from HFCS. American 
sodas used to be sweetened entirely with sucrose from cane or beet sugar. In 
some countries, like Mexico, they still are, although bottlers even in that 
country are increasingly replacing sucrose with the less expensive HFCS.6 
For political reasons, the European Union favors sucrose. Its countries 
grow sugar beets rather than corn, and several of its former colonies grow 
sugar cane.

In the 1970s, U.S. corn refiners developed HFCS as a cheaper alterna-
tive to cane and beet sugars. Coca-Cola permitted HFCS to be used in all of 

Figure 1.2 Percentages of water in common foods, 1950. Then, sodas were 85.73 
percent water. If so, they must have been sweeter than they are now. Current USDA 
food composition figures show colas to be 89.62 percent water. The illustration is from 
Food and Nutritional Values of Carbonated Beverages, 1950, a pamphlet produced by 
the American Bottlers of Carbonated Beverages, the forerunner of today’s American 
Beverage Association.
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its products—except classic Coke—beginning in 1974, but did not actually 
use much until 1981, when Congress raised the minimum price for sugar as 
part of its support program for domestic producers of sugar cane and sugar 
beets. Federal quotas and tariffs pushed the price of cane and beet sugar 
above that of world market levels, whereas subsidies on corn reduced the 
price of HFCS.7 The result was that cane and beet sugar became three times 
more expensive than HFCS. To save on costs, Coca-Cola authorized the use 
of corn sweeteners in about 75 percent of its products. Pepsi did too and 
allowed HFCS to replace up to 50 percent of the sugars in bottled and 
canned drinks, and up to 80 percent in fountain drinks.

Sales did not suffer. On the contrary, blind taste tests proved that few 
soda drinkers could tell whether a soda was made with HFCS or sucrose. 
On that basis, both companies went 100 percent HFCS in 1984. At the time, 
business analysts estimated that the switch would save Coke about $28 mil-
lion annually and Pepsi about $60 million.8

By the early 2000s, however, the public had begun to associate HFCS 
with cheap food and to view it as less desirable than sucrose. Because corn 
crops were increasingly diverted to production of ethanol fuels, the price 
differential between HFCS and sucrose narrowed. When Pepsi announced 
in 2014 that it was replacing HFCS with “real sugar” in some of its products, 
this move was widely understood as a strategy to reverse declining soda 
sales.9

One reason why the drinks taste much the same is that sucrose and HFCS 
contain the same two sugars—glucose and fructose—in similar amounts, 
even though the sweeteners are produced from different crops using dif-
ferent methods. Sucrose is extracted and crystallized from watery extracts—
the “juice”—of sugar cane and sugar beets. It is a double sugar: its glucose and 
fructose are held together by chemical bonds that must be split by an enzyme 
before they can be used in the body, an action that happens quickly in the 
small intestine.

In contrast, corn refiners make HFCS by extracting the starch from 
field corn and treating it with enzymes to release glucose. They use other 
enzymes to convert about half the glucose to fructose. The result is liquid 
syrup containing the two single sugars in the proportion 45 percent glucose 
and 55 percent fructose, although the fructose percentage can be higher in 
some drinks.10 In slight contrast, sucrose is always 50 percent glucose and 
50 percent fructose. Whether the difference in the percentage of glucose 
and fructose has any biological significance is a matter of some debate, but 
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for the purposes of this discussion I think we can consider the two sources 
of glucose and fructose to be roughly equivalent.

The trade associations that represent these sweeteners, however, 
strongly disagree with this view. The Sugar Association represents produc-
ers of cane and beet sugar. It insists that the singular noun sugar should 
refer only to sucrose. Indeed, when you see sugar mentioned halfway down 
the Pepsi ingredient list, it means sucrose. But the Corn Refiners Associa-
tion, which represents HFCS producers, wishes that you would call its 
product “corn sugar.” Never mind. Sucrose and HFCS are both sources of 
the sugars (plural) glucose and fructose. These sugars, whether from su-
crose, HFCS, or both, are present in sodas at a concentration of ten tea-
spoons per 12-ounce drink, meaning that every ounce of soda contains just 
under a teaspoon of a mixture of glucose and fructose sugars.

Let’s pause and consider what it means to put ten teaspoons of sugar 
into a 12-ounce drink. You can do the experiment at home. Measure 12 
ounces of water into a glass. Now add ten teaspoons of table sugar or ten 
restaurant sugar packets or cubes to the water, one at a time. Stir until dis-
solved. Drink. The purpose of the other soda ingredients now becomes 
clear: they are there to mask the cloying sweetness.

Caramel Color

Pepsi says it adds this coloring agent “to correct natural variations in the 
color of our ingredients or simply to make our products more appealing or 
fun.” Coca-Cola helpfully explains that the caramel color “is made by a 
process involving the heating of corn or cane sugar and other carbohydrates 
to achieve the desired color.”11 Nobody worried much about caramel color 
until someone noticed that producing it in the presence of ammonia creates 
a potential carcinogen, 4-methylimidazole (4-MeI). Advocates petitioned 
soda companies to eliminate this chemical.

When testing showed that amounts of 4-MeI exceeded California’s 
strict standards for carcinogens, Coca-Cola completely switched to another 
process. Pepsi also made the switch, but only in California. As companies 
often do in such situations, Pepsi said that “the safety of our products is 
PepsiCo’s top priority” and “we abide by the regulatory guidelines every-
where we do business.” It promised to meet California standards throughout 
the rest of its supply chain by February 2014. That month, however, testing 
by Consumer Reports identified high levels of 4-MeI in Pepsi One (a diet 



 Sodas 17

drink), although levels in the sugar-sweetened drinks were low or undetect-
able. Consumer Reports continued to pressure soda companies to remove 
4-MeI from caramel color, as did class-action lawsuits, and the companies 
promised to comply with California’s standards, although they did not say 
by when.12 When they finally do, chalk this up as a victory for advocates.

The Minor Ingredients

To end any speculation: you do not see cocaine listed as an ingredient in 
Coke and Pepsi because neither drink has any. Coca leaves, which contain 
cocaine, were basic ingredients in the original Coca-Cola, but the company 
now processes out all traces of the drug and has done so for more than a 
century.13 Let’s move right along to the other, perhaps less interesting ingre-
dients.

Phosphoric and citric acids
The acids reduce microbial growth and impart a tangy flavor made even 
more pleasurable by the addition of all that sugar. These functions, according 
to the litigious, make phosphoric and citric acids undisclosed flavoring and 
preservative agents. A class-action lawsuit filed in 2014 argues that Coca-
Cola is illegally misbranded because it neither identifies the function of 
phosphoric acid on its label nor discloses the presence of chemical preser-
vatives.14 I leave it to the courts to decide this case, viewing issues related to 
other ingredients as worth more attention. Consider caffeine, for example.

Caffeine
The FDA does not require soda companies to list caffeine or its amounts on 
labels, but both Coca-Cola and PepsiCo have done so voluntarily since 2007. 
Twelve ounces of Pepsi and Coca-Cola contain 38 and 34 milligrams of caf-
feine, respectively. These amounts are low. To reach the 100 to 200 mg of caf-
feine in one typical cup of coffee, you would have to drink three to six cans.

The caffeine is low for a reason. The historian of caffeine Murray Car-
penter argues that once the cocaine was out, caffeine became the entire 
point of sodas. In 1909, Coca-Cola contained three times as much caffeine 
as it now has—120 milligrams in 12 ounces—making these sodas “high 
technology caffeine delivery systems more than enough to create and 
 sustain addiction in people who drink them regularly.”15 Whether today’s 
lower amounts do so is debatable.
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A century ago, the idea that so much caffeine might be consumed by 
children troubled Harvey Wiley, then head of the USDA’s Bureau of Chem-
istry, the forerunner of today’s FDA. Wiley thought Coca-Cola promoted 
addiction, undermined moral fiber, and ruined health. Adding caffeine to 
cola drinks, he said, constituted adulteration and violated the Pure Food 
and Drug Act of 1906. He took the company to court. Coca-Cola’s defense? 
Caffeine was not an “additive”; it was an essential component of the drink. 
The case dragged on for nine years but was settled when Coca-Cola agreed 
to reduce the amount of caffeine to about its present level. Using the same 
logic, Coca-Cola also headed off congressional efforts to require caffeine to 
be listed on food labels.16

Attempts to require caffeine labeling continued throughout the twenti-
eth century, but company lobbying succeeded in blocking them. In 1958, 
soda companies induced the FDA to declare the amounts of caffeine in soft 
drinks as generally recognized as safe (GRAS). When, in the early 2000s, 
some beverage companies began adding much more caffeine to energy and 
sports drinks, consumer groups petitioned the FDA to require caffeine la-
beling. The American Academy of Pediatrics, alarmed by the possibility 
that high levels of caffeine could cause physical and psychological harm, 
warned that caffeine and other stimulants in energy drinks have no place in 
the diets of children and adolescents. It advised physicians and parents to 
discourage consumption of any level of caffeine by children. To stave off 
further demands for regulation, soda companies volunteered to label caf-
feine as an ingredient and to state the amount they were adding to drinks.17

Natural flavors
These, of course, are the big trade secrets. All Coke will say is that the flavors 
“are derived from the essential oils or extracts of spices, fruits, vegetables 
and herbs.” Mark Pendergrast’s history of the company, For God, Country, 
and Coca-Cola, provides a recipe for the “sacred formula” based on per-
sonal records of Coca-Cola’s inventor, John Pemberton. Bob Stoddard’s of-
ficial history of Pepsi reproduces a letter revealing the formula that had 
been submitted during the company’s 1923 bankruptcy proceedings.18 Inter-
net sites also give versions. Nearly all list tiny amounts of a fluid extract of 
leaves of the coca plant, citric acid, lime juice, vanilla, and alcohol extracts 
of the oils of orange, lemon, nutmeg, cinnamon, coriander, neroli (bitter 
orange), and cinnamon. Given that the amounts of flavoring agents are so 
small, the secret recipes don’t appear to differ much.
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In short, with only small differences, Coke, Pepsi, and other cola sodas 
contain much the same ingredients, are virtually identical products, and 
can be lumped together for the purposes of this book.

BUT SURELY COKE AND PEPSI DON’T TASTE THE SAME?

I can hear your objections. You insist you can taste the difference between 
Coke and Pepsi, so much so that you greatly prefer (fill in the blank). Much 
as soda companies wish this were true, hardly anyone can tell Coke and 
Pepsi apart in blind taste tests. This is so easy to prove that even junior high 
school students can do it, as I described in my book Food Politics. As a sci-
ence fair project, the eighth-grade daughter of some friends of mine asked 
her classmates to say whether they preferred Coke, Pepsi, or a store brand 
of cola. About half said they preferred Pepsi and the other half said they 
preferred Coke. None picked the store brand. Then she asked them to taste 
the three colas in unmarked cups. Many preferred the store brand, and 
hardly any could identify the cola they said they preferred. You are still 
skeptical? More sophisticated tests using brain scans to evaluate taste pref-
erences come to the same conclusion. Brain scans also demonstrate that the 
most important factors in cola taste perception are the package type (cans 
hold the carbonation better) and the brand. If you are convinced that you 
prefer one over the other, you tend to like it better.19

To repeat: Coke and Pepsi are, for all practical purposes, virtually iden-
tical products. Or, as has been remarked since the 1950s, “the plural of 
Coca-Cola is Pepsi-Cola.”20 The two drinks have roughly the same sugar 
content, calories, ingredients, and flavor profile. The only difference that 
matters is that they are made by different companies with different brand 
names, corporate cultures, and marketing practices. Otherwise, they are 
two sides of the same coin—sodas.

Fountain Drinks: Pouring Money

Soda fountains were a quintessential part of the American landscape from 
the 1800s on, when they became ubiquitous parts of drugstores, ice cream 
parlors, department stores, and train stations. They evolved as community 
centers where neighbors could meet, parents could take children, and 
young people could flirt. Soda fountains began to disappear in the 1950s 
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with the advent of full-service drugstores and the increased ownership 
of personal automobiles. Their last vestiges remain in gas stations, movie 
theaters, and restaurants. Today they evoke nostalgia for an earlier era in 
American life, as Figure 1.3 recalls.

Until now, we have been talking about the nutritional implications of 
soft drinks based on package labels. But the sodas you buy in movie theaters 
do not carry Nutrition Facts labels. They are drinks delivered from “soft-
drink dispensing systems,” mixed on-site and poured over ice into cups of 
various sizes. The more ice, the less of both the sugars and the calories. Ice 
pleases nutritionists, but it also pleases soda sellers. The flavored syrup is 
their most expensive ingredient. Ice dilutes the ingredients and reduces the 
cost of the drinks.

Fountain drinks begin with deliveries of carbon dioxide cylinders and 
“bag-in-the-box” containers of flavored syrup. These vary according to the 
size of the dispenser and the volume of sales. In general, the dispensing 
machines work like this:

 • A carbonator blows carbon dioxide into tap water to produce 
carbonated water.

Figure 1.3 Norman Rockwell’s “Soda Jerk” cover to the August 22, 1953, Saturday 
Evening Post. Soda fountains were centers of community life, not least for teenagers. In 
the 1960s, they were the sites of the lunch counter sit-ins that sparked the civil rights 
movement (see Chapter 14). Illustration provided by SEPS. All rights reserved.
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 • A refrigeration unit cools the carbonated water on its way to the 
dispensing valve.

 • The refrigeration unit also cools the syrup.
 • The dispensing valve mixes the carbonated water and syrup in the 

correct proportions and delivers the drink at a temperature equal to 
or less than 40°F.21

Next comes the ice. Ice performs four critical functions: it chills the 
drink, improves the taste, dilutes the ingredients, and reduces the retailer’s 
cost. If you pack ice to the brim, less than half the volume of your drink comes 
from the soda mix.22

All of this makes fountain sodas famously profitable. According to one 
industry source, the flavored syrup cost retailers a bit more than 30 cents for 
each 16-ounce drink in 2012. The carbon dioxide costs less than 1 cent per 
serving. But all this is before the addition of ice. Once ice is added, these 
ingredients are so diluted that the final cost of fountain drinks to the seller—
including the cup, lid, and straw—comes to just over 1 cent per ounce.23 This 
explains why many places are so generous with free refills. Even though 
refills usually have less ice than the initial drink and end up costing the 
seller more, they are still highly profitable. Convenience stores, restaurants, 
sports facilities, and movie theaters make so much money on fountain 
sodas that they can well be generous: a typical return is more than 80 cents 
on the dollar.

DIET SODAS

Before moving on to dealing with sugar-sweetened sodas and what to do 
about them, I had best make a few comments about diet drinks. These are 
carbonated but contain no sugars. Instead, they are artificially sweetened 
with aspartame, acesulfame K (potassium), sucralose, stevia, or other non-
nutritive chemicals. Because they are sugar-free, diet sodas provide no or 
very few calories.

The FDA says all non-nutritive sweeteners are safe at current levels of 
use, particularly when consumed, as they usually are, in extremely small 
amounts. Others disagree and argue that frequent consumption fools the 
body into behaving as if it were dealing with sugars, inappropriately stim-
ulates insulin release, and raises the risk of obesity and type 2 diabetes. 
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At least one study suggests that several kinds of artificial sweeteners alter 
the microbial composition of the mouse and human intestinal tracts in 
ways—as yet unexplained—that promote glucose intolerance. These con-
tentions remain to be confirmed by further research. What is thoroughly 
evident, however, is that diet drinks do not help most people control weight, 
perhaps because it is so easy to compensate for reduced calories by eating 
more food.24

Nevertheless, soda companies view diet drinks as an important strategy 
for sales growth. In 2005, as part of a deliberate effort to appeal to male 
customers, Coca-Cola introduced Coca-Cola Zero (“zero calories, zero 
carbs, zero sugar, zero color, and zero caffeine”) in a rugged-looking black 
can. PepsiCo introduced Sierra Mist Free. Both are sweetened with aspar-
tame and acesulfame K.25 In part because of the introduction and marketing 
of these products, diet sodas now account for 30 percent of carbonated soft 
drink sales in the United States, considerably more than in most other 
countries. Even so, as discussed in later chapters, their U.S. sales are de-
clining, and so are sales in other countries.

This book is mainly devoted to health and advocacy issues related to 
the remaining 70 percent—sugar-sweetened or “regular” sodas. The sugars 
and other ingredients in sodas would be of little interest if nobody con-
sumed more than the standard 12 ounces or so per week. But, as Chapter 2 
explains, moderation is not a term that applies to many soda drinkers.



If sodas were an occasional treat, I would not be writing this book. But 
they are produced, sold, and consumed in vast quantities. How vast? To 
decide whether soda drinking is a problem and, if so, how much of a 
problem, you need to know the average amount consumed, how much is 
consumed by men, women, and children of different ages, and the propor-
tion of light and heavy soda drinkers, both in the United States and 
throughout the world.

How I wish I could push a button and have this information instantly 
available, preferably in understandable units of 12-ounce servings. No such 
luck. Getting reliable and useful data on soda consumption takes effort, 
time, a calculator, and sometimes money. The difficulty of getting this in-
formation is a story in itself. This chapter is about how much soda is con-
sumed by whom, and how such information is known. Bear with me as I 
walk you through all this.

Sodas are manufactured, sold, and consumed. Not all of those pro-
duced are necessarily sold, and sodas that are sold may not be completely 
consumed. But for such information, only two sources of data exist: in-
dustry and government. The industry provides numbers on soda produc-
tion and assumes that production equals sales. Government surveys give 
numbers for amounts reported as consumed by individuals. Both data sets 
are frustratingly difficult to interpret, not least because they—and the 
graphs and tables derived from them—are presented inconsistently in units 

2
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Facts and Figures
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of gallons, liters, or cases of 8-ounce servings per population or individual, 
per day or per year.

The soda industry considers its production figures to be proprietary 
and does not share them with government agencies or make them public. 
I bought one industry research report and have access to others at university 
libraries. These reports provide equally inconsistent numbers, sometimes 
for the same item. They also do not consistently distinguish between carbo-
nated and noncarbonated beverages, colas and non-colas, sugar- sweetened 
and diet sodas, or those sold in bottles, in cans, or from fountains. I did the 
best I could with all of this, but you cannot take the numbers presented here 
too literally. They are best considered approximations.

The complexity of the soda retail market explains some of the inconsis-
tencies. Sodas are sold in multiple locations, which the industry divides into 
two categories, unhelpfully called “scanner” (or “off-trade”) and “non- scanner” 
(or “on-trade”). Scanner/off-trade channels are large grocery chains, drug-
stores, and mass merchandise retail stores—except for Walmart. These 
account for about 35 percent of total soda sales. Non-scanner/on-trade chan-
nels account for the 65 percent majority and include food service, vending 
machines, convenience stores, and gas stations, as well as Walmart—on its 
own, the largest single source of U.S. soda sales.

I soon gave up on finding reliable sales figures, although occasionally 
they are reported by brand, making it possible to create illustrations such 
as the clever one shown in Figure 2.1.1 The soda industry is able to control 
inventory so tightly that it sells virtually all of what it produces. It consid-
ers production and sales to be equivalent. You and I might as well do the 
same.

Production or sales figures are often used as proxies for consump-
tion, but both overestimate intake. People do not always finish their 
drinks, and some soda is undoubtedly wasted or thrown away. In con-
trast, dietary surveys invariably underestimate soda intake. Even the 
most carefully conducted survey depends on self-reports from individu-
als who may not be able to recall precisely how much soda they consume, 
especially from fountain drinks. This makes production data better to use 
for estimating the amount of soda available and for following trends. On 
the other hand, dietary intake data work better for answering questions 
about who drinks sodas. Let’s start with production figures for the United 
States.
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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.
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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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In the United States, information on self-reported dietary intake comes 
from the ongoing National Health and Nutrition Examination Surveys 
(NHANES), conducted by the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention 
(CDC). Since the 1970s, these surveys have used trained interviewers to do 
in-person interviews with a statistically representative sample of the popu-
lation and ask probing, cross-cutting questions about eating, drinking, and 
other health habits. Government and private researchers analyze the re-
sponses. They too are interested in how consumption of sugary drinks might 
affect health. Researchers analyzing NHANES data have come to several 
reasonably consistent conclusions.10

The first conclusion: only half the population drinks sodas on any given 
day. Of NHANES respondents who do report drinking sodas, one-quarter 
say they drink more than one 12-ounce cola a day, one-fifth report drinking 
more than four a day, and 5 percent say they drink even more. Figure 2.6 
illustrates the overall distribution of soda intake.11

Another conclusion: children drink sodas from a remarkably early age, 
as shown in Table  2.4. Even very young children are given measurable 
amounts of soda to drink. Calories from sugary drinks increase with age 
during childhood, whereas those from chocolate milk decrease. Sodas ac-
count for an increasing proportion of sugary drink calories. Children ages 
2–5, 6–11, and 12–19 are reported to consume 2, 5, and 12 ounces a day, 
respectively. High as these amounts may seem, they are likely to be under-
estimated. By one analysis, 5 percent of young children, 16 percent of ado-
lescents, and 20 percent of young adults consume more than 500 calories a 
day from sodas (the equivalent of about 40 ounces).12

As for adults, those who report drinking sodas say they consume an aver-
age of 155 calories a day from that source—the equivalent of about 13 ounces. 
This is only slightly more than the average production figure. But if only half 
the population drinks sodas, this amount is also grossly underestimated.13

All age groups report drinking less soda now than they did in the late 
1990s, a trend that reflects replacement of carbonated, sugar-sweetened 
sodas with sports drinks, teas, diet drinks, and bottled waters. This means 
that sugar consumption from sodas has also gone down. Even so, the com-
bined category of sodas, energy drinks, and sports drinks continues to be 
the fourth-leading source of total calories in the diets of adults, and the 
third-leading calorie source for children.14

The calories in sodas come from the sugars. According to the surveys, 
sodas alone account for one-third of total sugar intake. When you add in 



34 SODA POLITICS

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 
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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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blue- collar, Hispanic or African American, and living in the South or Mid-
west. Data from the CDC’s Behavioral Risk Factor Surveillance System con-
firm these observations. Let me add one more comparison based on NHANES 
observations: soda drinkers are also slightly more likely to be overweight.15

In contrast, the half of the population that does not drink sodas is more 
likely to be female, older, married or partnered, educated, higher-income, 
white-collar, white or Asian, living in the West or Northeast, and of normal 
weight.

Soda drinking, therefore, is an indicator of class and hence of socioeco-
nomic and educational inequities. Consuming sugary drinks may be a health 
issue, but it is an issue complicated by class, race, and ethnicity. It is also 
complicated by soda industry marketing targeted specifically to low- income 
and minority groups, as I discuss in later chapters.

Is soda drinking a problem? For heavy users, it most definitely is. Soda 
drinkers are precisely the groups most at risk for obesity and the other 
health conditions covered in Chapter 5. But before we get to that, let’s take 
a closer look at the main causes of the health effects: the sugars and calories 
in sodas.



Sugars are the most important ingredient in sodas. They are the source of its 
calories and most of the nutritional concerns. I use the plural, sugars, be-
cause sodas are made with sucrose, common table sugar, but also with high-
fructose corn syrup (HFCS). Both are at the forefront of current health 
debates. On one extreme are the people who view sugars as toxic, addictive, 
and directly responsible for obesity, type 2 diabetes, and numerous other 
health conditions. On the other are those who believe that sugars are harm-
less, natural, and healthful, and that they greatly add to the pleasure of 
eating. The truth, as is often the case with nutrition issues, lies someplace in 
between. Sugar is neither a poison nor entirely harmless. Because its effects 
depend on how much is consumed, this particular debate is not easily re-
solved. Sugars are indeed delicious, and even their severest critics are not 
concerned about small amounts. But as we saw in the previous chapter, 
many children and adults consume far more sugar than is recommended, 
much of it from sodas and other sugary drinks. Here let’s examine the ways 
in which the sugars in sodas might affect health: their amounts, but also 
their calories, liquid form, content of HFCS, content of fructose, and what 
happens when they are accompanied by caffeine and flavoring ingredients. 
This chapter focuses specifically on sugars. Chapter 5 takes up the closely 
related matter of how sugar-sweetened beverages specifically affect health.

Let me begin with some basic observations. A substantial body of re-
search correlates excessive consumption of sugars—of any type and from 
any source—to obesity. Cutting down on sugar is associated with a decrease 
in body weight. Eating more sugar is associated with weight gain. Excessive 

3
The Sugar(s) Problem

More Facts and Figures
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sugar intake, either mediated through overweight and obesity or perhaps 
on its own, is linked to a higher risk for type 2 diabetes, heart disease, stroke, 
and other such conditions.1

At issue is the meaning of “excessive.” In the United States, children are 
said to consume an average of 16 percent of their daily calories from sugars 
added to foods and drinks, and adults 13 percent. Such percentages alarm 
health officials. The risk of heart disease death, for example, begins to rise 
when 15 percent of calories derives from added sugars, and risks increase 
sharply above that percentage. Dr. Robert Lustig, a pediatric endocrinolo-
gist concerned about the effects of sugars on children’s health, calls sugar 
a poison, although one directly related to dose. A dose of up to 50 grams a 
day, he says, poses little risk. It accounts for 200 sugar calories, amounting 
to 10 percent of a 2,000-calorie daily diet. But, he insists, twice that much is 
toxic.2

Dr. Lustig’s 100-gram toxic dose is close to the upper level of nutritional 
safety—25 percent of total calories—proposed in 2002 by the Institute of 
Medicine (IOM), a branch of the National Academies of Science.3 In Chap-
ter 4, I explain how the IOM fully intended that percentage as an upper safety 
limit, not a recommendation. Instead, most health authorities recommend 
consuming no more than 10 percent of calories from added sugars per day, an 
amount consistent with Dr. Lustig’s zone of sugar safety. But for now, let’s deal 
with the question of how much sugar Americans actually consume.

AMOUNTS: TOO MUCH

No nutritionist or government official is the slightest bit concerned about 
the sugars and 90 calories in an occasional 7.5-ounce can of soda. But this 
size is now the smallest available. For decades, Coca-Cola was sold in 
6.5-ounce bottles. Although Pepsi came out with a 12-ounce size—“twice as 
much for a nickel”—in the late 1930s, Coca-Cola did not start competing 
using larger sizes until the mid-1950s.4 In 2014, I did a quick inventory of 
the sizes of sodas sold in local drugstores and supermarkets. These pre-
sented a bewildering array of options, ranging from 7.5-ounce cans to 
2-liter bottles, as shown for Coca-Cola in Table 3.1. The table demonstrates 
the effects on sugars and calories from sodas when the sizes increase. For 
Pepsi, you must add 1 or 2 grams of sugars and another 5 or 10 calories to 
the amounts shown.



 The Sugar(s) Problem 39

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.
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Fountain drinks promote large sizes as normal. Fast-food restaurants 
offer 12-ounce sodas as the child’s portion, and the smallest adult size is 16 
ounces. Movie theaters give a whole new meaning to the concept of 
“small”; theirs can be 32 ounces (as shown later in Table 9.7). Most people 
buy medium fountain drinks. Medium means 21 ounces at McDonald’s, 
but 44 ounces at some movie houses. Depending on how much ice it 
 contains, this last size can exceed Dr. Lustig’s cutoff point for toxicity all on 
its own.

I repeat: the larger the soda, the more sugar and calories it contains, 
even if diluted with ice. But larger sizes do more than that. First, they en-
courage greater consumption. Researchers find that people consume more 
from large containers than from small ones, even when they leave the drink 
unfinished. Second, large portions confuse size estimations. People given 
larger servings tend to underestimate how much they are eating to a much 
greater extent than when given smaller portions.7 This makes smaller 
sugary drinks healthier for three reasons: they provide less sugar and fewer 
calories, they discourage excessive intake, and they promote more realistic 
estimates of the amounts consumed.

Figure 3.1 The sugar in 12-ounce, 20-ounce, and 1-liter sodas. The larger the soda size, 
the more sugar it contains. These sizes require at least 10, 16, and 30 cubes of sugar, 
respectively. One cube is 4 grams. Display and photo courtesy of Charles Nestle, based 
on models by Sugar Stacks (sugarstacks.com).
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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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From then until the late 1990s, obesity rose in parallel to the increasing pro-
duction of sugars in the food supply. The subsequent decline in sugar avail-
ability is consistent with the recent leveling off in obesity prevalence.10

This figure compares total sugars to obesity, even though—as shown in 
Figure  3.2—only trends in production of HFCS parallel those in obesity 
prevalence. As I explained in Chapter 1, I remain to be convinced that there 
is anything unique about HFCS that could cause weight gain, as opposed to 
the effects of the sucrose in cane and beet sugars. HFCS and sucrose yield 
the same two sugars in the body, glucose and fructose, and their calories are 
the same. Sugars of any kind are associated with obesity.11 The effects of 
liquid calories and fructose intake, as I soon explain, also are common to 
both sugar sources. But because HFCS is popularly believed to be worse for 
health than sucrose, the Corn Refiners Association, the trade association 
for producers of HFCS, funded a weight loss study. This was a randomized, 
prospective, double-blind clinical trial—the gold standard for nutrition re-
search—that compared the effects of diets formulated to contain 10 or 20 
percent of calories as either HFCS or sucrose. In this industry-funded study 
of people living on their own in the community, weight loss occurred at the 
same rate regardless of sugar type.12 Although I am not surprised by this 
result, I would feel more confident about it if the study had been funded by 
an independent agency. Funding has a strong tendency to introduce biases 
into research, as I discuss in Chapter 19.

SUGAR TRENDS: FALLING BUT UNDERESTIMATED, 
DELIBERATELY

Even if sugar is produced and available, it is not necessarily consumed. How 
much sugar do people really eat? As noted in the previous chapter, food 
availability data overestimate actual intake, but dietary surveys underesti-
mate it. The true value lies in between those values. The USDA wanted to 
get at the “in between.” Its researchers adjusted the food supply data for 
losses that occur in transportation, at retail stores, and at home and in res-
taurants.13 They reported loss-adjusted amounts as “consumption,” in tea-
spoons per capita per day, as shown in Figure 3.4. The quotation marks are 
a reminder that the USDA did not measure sugar intake directly or ask 
people how much they ate but instead estimated intake based on the loss 
adjustments.
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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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USDA to alter its adjustment methods so that Americans would appear to 
be consuming less sugar. As reported in the New York Times:

“We perceive it to be in our interest to see as low a per-capita sweet-
ener consumption estimate as possible,” Jack Roney, director of 
economics and policy analysis at the American Sugar Alliance, 
wrote in an e-mail on March 30, 2011. Mr. Roney said in a tele-
phone interview that he was pleased to have “more accurate” in-
formation about sugar consumption available. “The extent to which 
caloric sweeteners are in the public’s eye as a possible source or 
cause of increasing obesity in this country is huge,” he said. “If folks 
are assuming there is much greater consumption than there really 
is, then we are misleading the public unnecessarily.”14

These are the kinds of problems that make the more objective data on sugar 
production more reliable, at least when looking at trends. But whatever the 
correct figure for average sugar consumption, it is uncomfortably close to—
or above—what many consider to be the upper limit of safe intake. Ameri-
cans would be healthier consuming fewer sugars of any kind.

SUGAR CALORIES: EMPTY AND LIQUID

In effect, sodas are a method for rapid delivery of large amounts of sugars 
into the bloodstream. Because sugars have no nutrients, their calories are 
“empty”—devoid of nutritional value. People consuming large amounts—25 
percent or more of calories, according to the IOM—are at risk of nutritional 
deficiencies and need to choose the rest of the diet more carefully to com-
pensate for the missing nutrients. On this basis alone, health authorities for 
decades have issued advice to consume less sugar. Because sodas contribute 
so much sugar to daily diets, they raise the same concerns as sugars alone. 
But the sugars in soft drinks raise an additional concern—an important 
one, as it turns out. Soda sugars are consumed in liquid form. Sodas and 
other sugary drinks, says CSPI, are “liquid candy” (see Figure 3.5).15

In experiments using rats and mice, consuming sugars as liquids rather 
than solid foods bypasses the physiological regulatory systems that control 
appetite and food intake. Some studies of human eating behavior support 
this idea: the more sugary drinks people consume, the more calories they 
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consume from any source. Sugar alone or in solid foods does not have this 
effect; even people eating jelly beans tend to compensate for the calories 
they take in from candy. Neither do liquids alone; soups and liquid meal 
replacements help people lose weight. Most research suggests that it is 
only  the sugars consumed in drinks that bypass physiological regulatory 
controls.16

Studies sponsored by the American Beverage Association (ABA) invar-
iably question the validity of this science. Perhaps because the members of 
the scientific advisory committee providing recommendations for the 2010 
Dietary Guidelines did not consider the effects of industry sponsorship 
when evaluating the existing research, they reported the evidence on liquid 
calories as conflicted and in need of further investigation.17 Maybe so, but 

Figure 3.5 The Center for Science in the Public Interest (CSPI) refers to sodas as 
“liquid candy.” CSPI began campaigning vigorously for a reduction in soda 
 consumption with the first edition of this report in 1998. This “new & improved” 
edition appeared in 2005. Courtesy of Michael Jacobson.
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the idea seems reasonable that liquid calories are absorbed more quickly 
than is good for health.

FRUCTOSE: METABOLIZED LIKE ALCOHOL

The sweeteners in sodas, usually HFCS but sometimes sucrose (table sugar), 
are both about half glucose and half fructose. HFCS contains more fructose 
than sucrose, but how much more and whether the extra amount makes 
any biological difference is a matter of ongoing debate. At the moment, I see 
the research as showing little difference in the health effects of HFCS and 
sucrose, even though HFCS has somewhat more fructose and the body me-
tabolizes glucose and fructose in different ways. Glucose is an immediate 
source of energy for the brain and other body functions. Excess glucose is 
deposited as glycogen (a storage form of carbohydrate) and then, if suffi-
ciently in excess of energy needs, as body fat.

Fructose, in contrast, is almost entirely metabolized in the liver. Many 
studies indicate an association between added fructose—not the fructose 
that occurs naturally in fruits—with metabolic problems.18 But fructose is 
rarely added to foods on its own. More typically, it is added in combination 
with glucose as part of sucrose or HFCS. Fructose-containing sugars of any 
kind cause the cells of the body to resist the action of insulin. This hormone 
usually allows body cells to take up glucose from the blood. When cells are 
unable to respond to insulin and instead resist its action, levels of blood 
glucose increase—a symptom of diabetes. When fructose is consumed in 
excessive amounts, it is converted to fat in the liver and causes a rise in 
levels of blood triglycerides.

Blood glucose and triglycerides are two components of what is called 
the “metabolic syndrome,” a condition well established to raise the risk of 
heart disease and type 2 diabetes, and discussed further in Chapter 5. Ac-
cording to Dr. Lustig, the rise in these risk factors makes the effects of exces-
sive fructose similar to those of excessive alcohol intake. Fructose, he says, 
causes nonalcoholic fatty liver disease, a debilitating condition similar to 
that caused by alcohol. He characterizes excessive fructose as an epidemic—
toxic, poisonous, addictive, and just as bad as alcohol but without the buzz.19

He does have a way with words. Indeed, as I fondly tell him, he does 
hyperbole better than anyone else I know. I say this because I view the jury 
as still out on the liver effects of sugars. A study conducted in Finland, for 
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example, found just the opposite—a higher intake of fructose to be associ-
ated with a reduced risk of fatty liver disease, at least in older adults. A sys-
tematic review and analysis concluded that the existing studies are insuffi-
cient to distinguish the effects of any sugar on liver health from those of 
excess calories.20 These particular studies were funded by independent agen-
cies, but they agree with a study and review supported in part by the soda 
industry that also attribute the deposition of liver fat to excess calories.21 I’d 
like to see further independently funded research studies to clarify the health 
effects of fructose, consumed separately and in combination with glucose.

Dr. Lustig’s concerns about fatty liver and other health effects focus on 
added fructose in diets. He is not worried about the fructose in fruit or even 
in an occasional soda or piece of candy. Indeed, he says, small amounts of 
fructose appear to improve insulin sensitivity. It’s the higher doses that 
cause problems. How much higher? The 50 grams of daily sugars he views 
as compatible with good health include about 25 grams of fructose, but 
twice that much reaches the threshold for toxicity. In between is a no-man’s-
land that depends on the rest of the diet and lifestyle.

But consider what these amounts mean. It only takes one 16-ounce 
Coke or Pepsi to reach 50 grams of sugars and 25 grams of fructose. That 
one drink takes care of the sugar allowance for an entire day. Two such 
drinks bring fructose to the threshold of toxicity. Extreme as this may seem, 
other researchers view Lustig’s cutoff points as too generous. As I explain in 
Chapter 5, their studies conclude that just one 12-ounce soda a day—the 
daily amount available to every American of any age—increases the risk of 
coronary heart disease, type 2 diabetes, or stroke. They also find high sugar 
intakes to be associated with an overall increase in the risk of death—but 
only when those sugars are consumed in beverages.22

How to make sense of this? While waiting for researchers to clarify 
health issues related to fructose versus glucose, it makes sense to consume 
fewer sugars of any kind, especially in liquid form. This advice makes even 
more sense in light of current attempts to decide whether sugars and the 
foods that contain them induce symptoms of addiction.

ARE SUGARS—AND SODAS—ADDICTIVE?

Coca-Cola has been cocaine-free for more than a century, but could the 
sugars and caffeine in colas be similarly addictive? In research conducted 
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using animals and people, sugars and caffeine independently induce symp-
toms of dependence and withdrawal. Both substances encourage habitual 
daily use. Although they could have a greater effect in combination, re-
searchers find it difficult to say whether sugars and caffeine, singly or to-
gether, are addictive in the usual sense—inducing cravings, an inability to 
stop the cravings, misery when the craved substance is unavailable, and 
willingness to engage in risky behavior to obtain it. Practically everyone 
likes the taste of sugars, some more than others, and foods high in sugars 
have been shown to activate reward systems in the brain.23 But whether 
pleasure, liking, desire, and reward constitute addiction remains a hotly de-
bated question.

Studies aim to discover whether the feelings that some people develop 
when they eat sugar or consume sodas meet the criteria for true addiction. 
If the effects of sugars on the brain are similar to those of psychoactive 
drugs, it would be easier to explain why people overeat and gain weight. 
Some observations suggest that sugars could be addictive. Sweetness is well 
established to reinforce the desire to eat. We want to eat what we like. Re-
searchers have induced laboratory animals to prefer sugar to cocaine under 
some conditions. They also observe neurochemical changes typical of ad-
dictive behavior among people who consume sugars frequently. Although 
some researchers interpret these kinds of observations as evidence for sugar 
addiction, others do not.24

Addiction researchers are especially interested in sodas because they 
contain another potentially addictive substance, caffeine, as well as sugars. 
The caffeine in sodas is low—less than 40 milligrams in a 12-ounce serving—
but that may be enough to stimulate dependence, especially in combination 
with sugars. Although manufacturers say they add caffeine as a flavor en-
hancer, experiments prove otherwise. People cannot detect a taste differ-
ence between sugar-sweetened cola drinks with and without caffeine. The 
caffeine is there for a different purpose; it makes people enjoy drinking the 
product even more than does sugar on its own. At least one study found 
that the addition of even small amounts of caffeine to sugary drinks makes 
people drink more of them.25

Moderate amounts of caffeine stimulate the central nervous system and 
make people feel more alert, energetic, and cheery, although high doses 
induce anxiety and shakiness and interfere with sleep. Even though caffeine 
has stronger effects in children, some researchers consider the effects 
of  moderate amounts on young children to be relatively innocuous. But 
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 addiction researchers believe that even small amounts of caffeine can 
induce symptoms of dependence in susceptible individuals. Some even 
view caffeine as a psychoactive drug.26

It is difficult to know how seriously to accept such views. Caffeine at-
tracts researchers who want to find something wrong with it. Endless studies 
over the years have suggested that caffeine raises risks for heart disease, 
heartburn, cancer, infertility, fetal growth retardation, spontaneous abor-
tion, breast lumps, osteoporosis, ulcers, and any number of other health 
problems. These are a lot of problems to blame on one substance, and it is 
not surprising that the observed effects tend to be small, inconsistent, and 
less than thoroughly convincing.

In 2012, however, several young people died after consuming large 
amounts of heavily caffeinated, sugar-sweetened energy drinks, 5-Hour 
Energy and Monster Energy. While investigators were trying to decide 
whether the products or something else caused the deaths, the FDA re-
leased a long list of reported health problems associated with such drinks. 
The agency reminded everyone that when it said caffeine was GRAS (gen-
erally recognized as safe) in the 1950s, it intended that designation to apply 
only to cola drinks like Coke and Pepsi. Once manufacturers began adding 
higher amounts of caffeine to beverages as well as putting caffeine into 
foods such as Cracker Jack, jelly beans, gummy bears, brownies, mints, 
maple syrup, and chewing gum, the FDA would have to reconsider the 
safety of such practices.27

The question of addiction is important to resolve. If sugars and sodas 
are addictive, advocates would be legally justified in insisting that they not 
be marketed to children. But whether these foods are addictive or not, 
people love the taste of sweetness, and the more the better, up to what the 
food industry calls the “bliss point”—the taste perceived as optimal by par-
ticipants in sensory tests. Food and beverage manufacturers discovered 
long ago that putting as much sugar as they could into their products was 
an easy way to promote sales, and they market sweetness aggressively.28

But sugars alone do not determine how sodas taste. The bubbles, color, 
and recognizable brand names also are reasons why so many people like 
sodas.29 In 1984, when Coca-Cola’s blind taste tests demonstrated conclu-
sively that participants preferred sweeter drinks, the company made a mas-
sive marketing blunder. In line with the test results, the company introduced 
a sweeter New Coke, but consumers immediately rejected it. Brands trump 
taste. Brands influence taste perception more than the taste itself. When it 
comes to sodas, customers buy the brand.
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Health authorities have long been troubled by the large amounts of sugars 
and sugary drinks in American diets. As early as 1942, the Council on Food 
and Nutrition of the American Medical Association viewed wartime sugar 
rationing as a boon for health. Eating less sugar would force people to eat 
healthier foods and improve nutrient intake. The council noted a 20 percent 
increase in soft drink consumption since 1939, and urged physicians to tell 
patients not to consume sugar or carbonated beverages between meals. Far 
ahead of its time, the council recommended changes to the food environ-
ment to make it easier for the public to choose healthier foods and drinks. 
It suggested limits on soft drink advertising, on sales of candy and soft 
drinks near schools, and on indiscriminate use of soft drinks by the mili-
tary—this at a time when per capita production of soft drinks was a mere 
three 6.5-ounce bottles per week.1

Then as now, health authorities were concerned about the effects of 
sugars on the nutritional quality of daily diets. Because sugar calories are 
“empty,” eating large amounts—or drinking large volumes of sodas—could 
displace nutritious foods in the diet and lead to inadequate intake of essential 
vitamins and minerals. Research continues to support that idea. A review of 
studies examining intake of fourteen vitamins and minerals found drinking 
soda to be linked to reduced intake of all of them. Researchers say that the 
more calories consumed from sodas, the more unlikely it is that diets can 
provide nutrients at recommended levels.2

But nutrient deficiencies are no longer the main concern about soda 
intake. During the twentieth century, the most prevalent diseases related to 
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diet shifted from those caused by inadequate food intake to those caused by 
too much food. Health authorities have continued to complain about exces-
sive sugar, but now because it promotes weight gain and raises risks for 
chronic diseases—type 2 diabetes, heart disease, and the like.

By the mid-1970s, evidence on the role of diet in chronic disease induced 
the Senate Select Committee on Nutrition and Human Needs, chaired by 
George McGovern (D-S.D.), to hold hearings on “diet and killer diseases,” a 
phrase guaranteed to get the attention of companies making foods high in 
sugar, salt, and fat. By then, soft drinks already accounted for 23 percent of 
sugar usage and were the largest single source of added sugars in American 
diets. The hearings led to development of a report entitled Dietary Goals for 
the United States, published in February 1977 (Figure 4.1). The report elic-
ited so much protest over its “eat less” recommendations that the committee 
was forced to tone it down. Nevertheless, the revised goals, which appeared 
in December 1977, called for a startling 45 percent reduction in intake to 
bring sugars down to 10 percent or less of calories. How? “In reviewing ways 
of cutting the consumption of refined and processed sugars, the most obvious 
item for general reduction is soft drinks. Total elimination of soft drinks 
from the diet, for many people, would bring at least half the recommended 
reduction of consumption of such sugars.”3

In part to head off the controversy generated by the Dietary Goals, the 
USDA and the Department of Health and Human Services (HHS) joined 
together to produce what they hoped would be less provocative advice. 
They released the first Dietary Guidelines for Americans in 1980, and have 
issued them at five-year intervals ever since. All editions have advised re-
ductions in sugar. The 1980 guideline said to “avoid too much sugar.” So 
did the guidelines in 1985 and, with minor modifications, those in 1990 
and 1995 (Table  4.1). The explanations for the sugar guidelines some-
times—but not always—have included recommendations to reduce soda 
intake.

From 1980 to 2010, no doubt under pressure from food companies, the 
advice of federal agencies about sugars grew increasingly complex and con-
voluted. As shown in the table, the straightforward “avoid . . . ” became 
“choose and prepare . . . ” or “reduce the intake of . . . ” Although most edi-
tions of the guidelines recognized the large contribution of drinks to sugar 
intake, they evaded clear, forceful statements about the need to reduce or 
eliminate them. By 2010, sugars had disappeared as a separate guideline and 
were folded in with “solid fats”—butter, animal fats, and the like—under the 
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obfuscating abbreviation “SoFAS,” standing for the combination of solid 
fats and added sugars.

The ninety-five-page brochure that explains the 2010 guidelines states 
that no more than 5 to 15 percent of calories should come from SoFAS. It is 
difficult to know what the federal agencies intended this to mean in prac-
tice. Charts in the brochure specify a daily allowance of 258 calories from 
SoFAS on a 2,000-calorie diet. Fats provide more than twice the calories of 
sugars (9 per gram as compared to 4), so even a minimal intake of animal 
fat would take up much of the allowance. One tablespoon of butter, for ex-
ample, is 100 calories, leaving only 158 calories for sugars and additional 

Figure 4.1 U.S. senator George McGovern (D-S.D.) displays the amount of sugars and 
sodas consumed by the average American in 1975. The photo is from a press conference 
in January 1977 announcing the release of the first edition of the Dietary Goals for the 
United States. AP photo used with permission.
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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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advice in the new guidelines would not be known until their release at the 
end of 2015.

USDA’S FOOD GUIDES

Ostensibly, dietary guidelines are intended for use by government policy 
makers and health professionals as the basis for developing nutrition edu-
cation programs and for setting standards for federal food assistance pro-
grams. Although they invariably generate widespread press attention, they 
are not meant to be seen or used by the general public. Instead, for public 
education the USDA prepares food guides—pyramids and plates—derived 
from the dietary guidelines. Since the early 1900s, the USDA has produced 
food guides for public education about healthful food choices. These first 
mentioned the need to reduce sugar intake in 1979 but did not emphasize 
that need until 1992, when the agency released the first Food Guide Pyra-
mid. This put little symbols at the very top—the “eat less” sector—to indi-
cate added sugars from soft drinks and other sources. Its advice: “Choose 
fewer foods that are high in sugars—candy, sweet desserts, and soft drinks.”6 
The 2005 revision of the pyramid dropped that statement and merely listed 
sodas as an example of foods that could be consumed as part of daily “dis-
cretionary” calories. These changes reflected the more conservative, indus-
try-friendly policies of the administration of President George W. Bush, 
which extended to matters as detailed as dietary advice for children as well 
as adults.

For children, the USDA developed a special food guide in 1999. Its 
pyramid for kids ages 2 to 6 displayed soda pop prominently in the “eat less” 
tip.7 But when the USDA released a new pyramid for children in 2005, the 
design eliminated all traces of “eat less” messages. Like the 2005 pyramid for 
adults, it emphasized physical activity. Figure 4.2 compares the 1999 and 
2005 food guides for children.

In 2011, however, the USDA exhibited some courage. It issued an en-
tirely new food guide, MyPlate, along with “selected messages to help con-
sumers focus on key behaviors.” These included some surprisingly direct 
advice: “Drink water instead of sugary drinks.” Parents, said the USDA, 
should limit sugary beverages. It said: “Sip smarter: Soda and other sweet 
drinks contain a lot of sugar and are high in calories. Offer water, 100% 
juice, or fat-free milk when kids are thirsty.”8



Figure 4.2 The USDA’s Clinton-era 1999 food guide for children (top panel) and the 
George W. Bush–era 2005 MyPyramid for Preschoolers (bottom panel). The earlier 
version placed sodas among the “eat less” fats and sweets group. The later one did not. 
Like the 2005 pyramid for adults, the 2005 pyramid for children diverted attention 
from the need to make healthier food choices and instead emphasized physical activity.
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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
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The juice drinks are marketed to appear as though they are juices, although 
many contain very little real juice (the percentage must be stated on the 
label). But no matter how much sugar or how little juice they contain, these 
drinks are advertised as “natural” or “organic,” terms that convey the aura of 
health. I know many health-conscious people who would never dream of 
drinking a Coke or Pepsi but think Snapple—a soft drink in which sugar is 
the second ingredient after water—is a healthier alternative. Healthier, you 
are supposed to believe and quite likely do, means sports and energy drinks 
and anything with juice in it.10 If you share such beliefs, you had best take a 
close look at the labels and ingredient list of any beverage you buy.

You may have noted the omission of fruit juices from this table. Al-
though 100 percent juices have just as much sugar as soda, the sugar is not 
added; it occurs naturally in the fruit. The sugar in juices is accompanied by 
all of the vitamins, minerals, and other nutrients in the original fruit, except 
for those lost when the fiber is squeezed out. Despite their sweetness, fruit 
juices are relatively minor sources of sugars in U.S. diets, mainly because 
most people do not drink them in large volumes.

Nevertheless, although whole fruits are better nutritionally, 100 percent 
fruit juices are a much better option than any other sugary drink as long as 
the amounts remain small. How small? Because juices as well as other 
sugar-sweetened drinks promote obesity and tooth decay, the American 
Academy of Pediatrics advises parents not to give any fruit juice to infants 
under 6 months. For children up to age 6, it advises no more than 4 to 6 
ounces a day. For older children, it suggests a limit of 12 ounces a day. Parents, 
the academy says, should never permit children to sip on juice throughout 
the day or at bedtime. Instead, children should be offered whole fruits, 
water, or low-fat milk.11 This is good advice for adults as well.

THE CONTROVERSIAL “PERCENT OF CALORIES” SUGAR 
RECOMMENDATION

Cutting down on sugars, sodas, and other sugary drinks is good advice, but 
no reasonable person suggests eliminating them entirely. I certainly don’t.  
I love sweet tastes. But how much sugar is it reasonable to consume? At least 
since the 1977 Dietary Goals, health officials have consistently recom-
mended an upper limit of 10 percent of calories from added sugars. In 1992, 
the USDA’s Food Guide Pyramid suggested 6, 12, and 18 teaspoons of sugars 
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for daily diets of 1,600, 2,200, and 2,800 calories, respectively. This worked 
out to 7, 10, and 13 percent of calorie intake, respectively, for an average of 
10 percent. By that time, health officials in several European countries had 
recommended much the same.12

In 2002, despite this apparent international consensus, the Institute of 
Medicine (IOM) issued new Dietary Reference Intakes—standards of nu-
trient intake for the population—with a surprisingly high allowance for 
sugars. The IOM said that people could safely consume sugars up to 25 
percent of daily calories. The institute based this percentage on studies 
comparing the effects of high and low sugar consumption on the intake of 
nutrients—not the effects of sugars on weight gain or chronic diseases. The 
studies, mostly done on people who were not overweight, showed little or 
no effect of sugars on nutrient adequacy except at the very highest levels of 
intake. A later review found that calorie intake—not sugar intake—is the 
prime predictor of nutrient adequacy; if calories are adequate, nutrient 
intake is likely to be adequate except at the extreme high end of sugar con-
sumption.13

In setting the 25 percent sugar cutoff point, the IOM was interested 
only in the effects of sugars on intake of vitamins and minerals. The IOM 
did not consider the effects of high sugar intake on calorie intake, body 
weight, or diseases for which obesity is a risk factor. Even so, it intended 25 
percent as an upper limit of safety. It most definitely did not intend to rec-
ommend consuming 25 percent of calories from sugars or even to agree 
that 25 percent was an acceptable level of sugar intake.

Consider the difference between 10 percent and 25 percent of calories 
from added sugars. If you consume about 2,000 calories a day, 10 percent 
means 200 calories, or 50 grams of added sugars—about the amount in one 
16-ounce soda. The higher percentage is 2.5 times that amount. The sugar 
and soft drink industries enormously prefer 25 percent over 10 percent, and 
they invoke the IOM report every chance they get.

The most famous example of industry objections to the 10 percent sugar 
limit involved the Geneva-based World Health Organization (WHO). In the 
early 2000s, the WHO began developing a global strategy to reduce obesity 
and related chronic diseases. In 2003, this agency issued a background report 
advising its member nations to reduce consumption of added sugars to the 
usual 10 percent or less of daily calories. Despite the long history of that rec-
ommendation, national and international sugar and soft drink trade asso-
ciations objected vehemently. American sugar lobbying groups enlisted 
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senators from sugar-growing states to demand withdrawal of U.S. funding 
from WHO. Sugar lobbyists wrote position papers arguing against the guide-
line and invoking the IOM’s 25 percent “recommendation.” They induced 
government lawyers to forward these documents to Geneva. The WHO’s final 
report on the global strategy said to “limit the intake of free [added] sugars” 
but dropped the 10 percent target.14 Under these circumstances, U.S. dietary 
guidelines in the mid-2000s could hardly be expected to say anything stronger.

Since then, the role of sugars and soft drinks in obesity has become a 
much larger issue, not only in the United States but internationally. In 
March 2014, the WHO tried again. It issued draft proposals for intake of 
free sugars based largely on two research reports it had commissioned. 
Sugars, the WHO advised, should make up less than 10 percent of total cal-
ories per day—and less than 5 percent would be even better. Its final report 
in January 2015 confirmed these recommendations.15

The WHO reports pointed out that the risk of obesity was more than 50 
percent higher among groups with the highest soda consumption as compared 
to those with the lowest. WHO based the “5 percent would be even better” rec-
ommendation on its commissioned report on sugars and tooth decay. This 
found sugar intake to be closely associated with tooth decay, “with good but not 
overwhelming evidence indicating that tooth decay is lower when the intake of 
added sugars is less than 10 percent of calories.” Other investigators said even 5 
percent is too high and that to prevent dental caries sugars should account for 
no more than 3 percent of daily calories.16 I will have much more to say about 
sugars, sodas, and tooth decay in Chapter 6.

WHO is not the only agency to recommend that added sugars make up 
less than 10 percent of calories. Because intake of sugars and sodas is associ-
ated with metabolic abnormalities, adverse health conditions, shortfalls of 
essential nutrients, greater energy intake, and higher body weight, the 
American Heart Association (AHA) recommends that women consume 
no more than 100 calories per day from added sugars (25 grams), and men no 
more than 150 calories per day (38 grams). These come to 5 percent and 7.5 
percent, respectively, of a 2,000-calorie daily diet. Following the AHA’s rec-
ommendation allows for no more than one 8-ounce soda a day for women 
and one 12-ounce soda for men in a day—and those sodas contain all the 
sugar allowed for an entire day. The Canadian Heart and Stroke Foundation 
says much the same: no more than 10 percent of calories from added sugars 
and ideally less than 5 percent.17 By these standards, the 10 percent sugar 
recommendation is generous. It is also likely to be somewhat more realistic.
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In 2012, the IOM’s Weight of the Nation study tackled environmental 
factors that promote obesity. Among its strategies to improve the environ-
ment of food choice was this: “Adopt policies and implement practices to 
reduce overconsumption of sugar-sweetened beverages.” To do so, the report 
suggested banning soft drinks in schools, taxing the drinks, encouraging 
health care providers to counsel patients on the health risks of sodas, and 
developing social marketing campaigns to reduce intake. Other policy ana-
lysts agree, and call for national dietary guidelines to make clear that sugary 
drinks should be consumed infrequently.18

It should be evident from this account that health officials are deeply 
concerned about soda intake, mainly because of the sugar content but also 
because of the growing body of research linking soda consumption to obe-
sity, type 2 diabetes, and other chronic conditions. The next chapter exam-
ines those linkages.



Research studies—many and varied—link sodas to poor diets. People who 
typically drink sodas tend to make other unhealthful diet and lifestyle 
choices. Nevertheless, studies often link one or another ingredient in sodas, 
mostly sugars, to a broad array of chronic health conditions, most notably 
obesity, type 2 diabetes, and coronary artery disease, but also stroke, dental 
disease, bone disease, gout, asthma, cancers, rheumatoid arthritis, behav-
ioral problems, and even psychological disorders and premature aging, not 
to mention addiction. The Center for Science in the Public Interest sum-
marizes these associations as “Toxi-Cola” (Figure 5.1).

These constitute an unusually broad array of conditions to attribute to 
sugary beverages, and it is not surprising that the evidence is far more compel-
ling for some of the links than others. The association of sodas with these con-
ditions, as I explain below, does not necessarily imply that sodas are their cause.

In this chapter and Chapter  6, I review this evidence. But first, let’s 
pause to consider the scientific challenges involved in demonstrating that 
sodas cause such illnesses independent of other dietary, behavioral, envi-
ronmental, or genetic influences. Even the most avid consumers of sodas 
eat many other foods every day, and researchers must take special care to 
distinguish the effects of a single beverage from those of the diet as a whole, 
let alone the effects of the sugars in sodas from the calories they provide. 
Sodas could simply be the tip of the iceberg—a marker of unhealthful life-
style practices or poor quality diets.

By this time, many dozens of studies have attempted to single out the 
health effects of sodas from those of other possible causes. These studies vary 
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in experimental design, methods of analysis, results, and interpretation. To 
make sense of them, other researchers have conducted meta-analyses, sys-
tematic reviews using defined criteria for deciding in advance which studies 
to examine and how to evaluate their methods and results. Meta-analyses 
also vary—in the definition of sodas, in the number and types of studies 
chosen for analysis, and in how the results of these studies are interpreted.

To further complicate an already complicated picture, the soda industry 
sponsors its own research studies, a topic I take up in detail in Chapter 19. 
For now, I’ll just mention that practically all studies reporting adverse ef-
fects of sodas on health were funded by grants from government agencies 
or private foundations. In sharp contrast, studies finding no such association 
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CONTAINS:

Carbonated water
great, drink it straight!

High-fructose corn syrup 
or sugar
promotes obesity, diabetes, tooth decay 

Phosphoric acid
erodes teeth

Natural �avorings
what’s the big secret???

Ca�eine
mildly addictive stimulant drug

Figure 5.1 The Center for Science in the Public Interest’s Toxi-Cola poster. This 
venerable consumer advocacy group argues that because soda ingredients cause so 
many health problems, the drinks ought to be labeled as toxic. Courtesy of Michael 
Jacobson.
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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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Because sodas provide a third of the sugars in American diets, this figure 
should and does look just like the one presented earlier for sugars (Figure 3.3).

From 1980 to 2000, production—and, therefore, consumption—of reg-
ular sodas rose from 27 gallons per capita per year to more than 40. Since then, 
soda production has declined. Also from 1980 to 2000, the overall prevalence 
of obesity in the United States doubled from less than 15 percent to about 30 
percent. Although the prevalence of obesity has continued to increase, it in-
creased more slowly from about 2000 on, and since 2005 seems to be leveling 
off. Another association: the prevalence of obesity among specific population 
groups more or less parallels their patterns of soda consumption. Both soda 
consumption and obesity are highest among African and Hispanic Ameri-
cans, followed by whites and Asians. None of these associations proves that 
sodas cause obesity. Similar associations can be observed with intake of sugars, 
as we saw in Chapter 3, but also with fast food and larger portion sizes.2 To 
confirm that sodas contribute to causation, researchers have produced other 
evidence that links sodas to multiple health problems, as we will now see.

MORE CALORIES

As mentioned earlier, researchers report the diets of habitual soda drinkers 
to be of poorer nutritional quality than those of people who seldom or 
never drink sodas. Most also find that soda drinkers consume more calo-
ries. Despite these findings, the scientific advisory committee to the 2010 
Dietary Guidelines came to a cautious conclusion. It found the evidence 
linking sodas to higher calorie intakes to be “limited,” meaning suggestive 
of a link but not definitive. More recent evidence continues to support the 
idea that soda drinkers do not compensate for soda calories by reducing 
intake of calories from other sources. A survey of New York City residents, 
for example, observed that soda drinkers consume nearly 600 more calories 
a day from all sources than people who abstain from sodas. If nothing else, 
soda drinkers tend to eat more snacks.3

CHILDHOOD OBESITY

Studies of childhood obesity provide the most compelling evidence link-
ing  sodas to poor health. Children who habitually drink sodas take in 
more calories, eat worse diets, and weigh more than those who do not. The 
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ever-cautious 2010 Dietary Guidelines Advisory Committee judged this ev-
idence as “strong” (translation: as good as such evidence gets) and sufficient 
to conclude that “consumption of sugar-sweetened beverages in childhood 
should be discouraged.”4 Many studies point to this conclusion. Here is a 
quick summary of their findings.

 • Most, but not all, studies of the effects of sugar-sweetened  
beverages on children’s health associate soda intake with higher 
calorie intakes and body weight.5

 • The more sodas children consume, the higher their risk of obesity.6

 • The addition of even one soda a day to a child’s diet increases the 
chance of overweight.7

 • Even children under the age of five put on more weight if they  
drink sodas.8

 • Sodas do not induce satiety in young children.9

 • Children and adolescents who reduce soda consumption gain less 
weight or reduce their level of overweight. The benefits are more 
pronounced among overweight children.10

In 2014, the Obesity Society judged evidence that sugary drinks cause 
obesity as “suggestive, but not definitive,” although more compelling for chil-
dren than for adults. Children, the society said, should minimize intake of 
these drinks. Independently funded systematic reviews of such studies also 
conclude that the evidence is compelling enough to justify public health 
campaigns to reduce children’s soda intake. In contrast, a review funded by 
Coca-Cola denies that sodas have anything to do with childhood obesity and 
instead concludes that its cause is lack of physical activity.11 As I explain in 
later chapters, switching the focus to physical activity is a frequent response 
of the soda industry to charges that its products might be harmful to health.

ADULT OBESITY

Because the diets and lifestyles of adults are more complicated than those of 
children, the effects of soft drinks on their health are more difficult to inter-
pret. The 2010 Dietary Guidelines Advisory Committee viewed the evi-
dence linking sodas to higher calorie intake in adults as “limited” and the 
evidence linking sodas to increased body weight as “moderate,” meaning 
that some evidence exists but it could be a lot stronger. Many of the studies 
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it reviewed showed only a small effect of sodas on weight gain, or suggested 
that soda drinking only affects some people, or found that only high levels 
of soda intake are linked to obesity.12 But the previously cited New York City 
study identified a clear correlation between increased soda consumption 
and the prevalence of obesity among residents.

Because most studies of sodas and obesity tend to produce similar re-
sults, meta-analyses of those studies do too. They conclude that habitual 
consumption of sodas is associated with increases in calorie intake and body 
weight, and that replacing sugary drinks with water and low-calorie bever-
ages helps maintain healthier weights. These correlations are seen among 
populations in poor countries as well as rich ones. For adults too, research-
ers conclude that the link to obesity is strong enough to justify campaigns to 
reduce soda intake.13 Such campaigns are especially needed, they say, be-
cause obesity is such a prominent risk factor for type 2 diabetes, coronary 
heart disease, and other leading causes of chronic illness and death.

METABOLIC SYNDROME

These obesity-related conditions have a potential cause in common—soda-
induced “metabolic syndrome.” This is the name given to a collection of 
measurable risk factors: above-normal sugar and triglycerides in blood, a 
thick waist, and lower-than-normal HDL (high-density lipoprotein—the 
“good” cholesterol). The more of these risk factors displayed, the greater the 
chance of developing chronic diseases such as type 2 diabetes and coronary 
heart disease. Habitual soda consumption is associated with these condi-
tions, undoubtedly because of the sugars. When the intake of sugars ex-
ceeds the body’s need for energy and its storage capacity, the sugars are 
converted to fat in the liver, circulate as triglycerides in blood, raise blood 
levels of the “bad” LDL (low-density lipoprotein) cholesterol, reduce blood 
levels of HDL cholesterol, and are deposited as body fat. It doesn’t help that 
sodas deliver sugars in liquid form. Substituting water for sugary drinks 
helps to reduce markers of the metabolic syndrome.14

TYPE 2 DIABETES

Obesity unquestionably raises the risk for type 2 diabetes (formerly known 
as adult-onset diabetes) in children and adults. The prevalence of this form 
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of diabetes has increased in parallel with the rising prevalence of obesity. 
This is happening worldwide. Type 2 diabetes has become an international 
public health crisis. The disease is personally debilitating; even mild cases 
are expensive to treat and lifelong. Over time, uncontrolled diabetes damages 
the circulatory system and can lead to kidney failure, blindness, gangrene, 
and foot amputations, among other dreadful consequences. These effects 
are especially disheartening because type 2 diabetes is almost entirely pre-
ventable. Most people who have it are overweight or obese. Preventing type 
2 diabetes means avoiding weight gain, and weight loss can eliminate most 
of its symptoms.15

If sodas cause an increase in calorie intake and the risk of obesity, then 
it makes sense that they also increase the risk of type 2 diabetes. Excessive 
intake of sugars—in amounts over and above the body’s ability to metabo-
lize them quickly—changes hormonal balance, causes cells to resist the 
action of insulin, raises blood sugar levels, and leads to metabolic syndrome.

Do sugars and sodas increase diabetes risk independent of obesity? 
Evidence suggests that they could. The prevalence of type 2 diabetes has 
increased in parallel with obesity, but also with the increased availability of 
total sugars, high-fructose corn syrup (HFCS), and sodas in the food supply. 
One international study suggests that the addition of 150 calories per capita 
per day from all sugars, including HFCS, to a country’s food supply in-
creases its diabetes prevalence by 1.1 percent. This amount is the equivalent 
of only one can of soda. Studies show that American adults who increase 
their intake of sugary drinks are more likely to gain weight and to develop 
type 2 diabetes than those who do not. A European study of 350,000 people 
in eight countries found that for every 12-ounce sugary drink added to a 
person’s daily intake, the risk of diabetes increased by 22 percent.16 Taken 
together, these studies indicate that levels of daily consumption of sugars 
and, therefore, sugary drinks could be enough to explain the prevalence of 
type-2 diabetes in a country, regardless of its obesity prevalence.

This kind of research explains why the American Beverage Association 
(ABA) feels obliged to issue a statement addressing a “common myth: that 
drinking sugar-sweetened beverages causes Type 2 diabetes. The truth is, 
type 2 diabetes is caused by genetics and lifestyle factors. . . . [The solution] 
starts with proper nutrition education and being physically active. Simply 
put? Balance what you eat and drink with what you do.” The ABA statement 
does not mention that drinking less soda might be the quickest way to 
achieve this kind of balance.17
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HEART DISEASE AND STROKE

Routine consumption of sugary drinks is associated with a higher risk of 
coronary heart disease and strokes. Sugars raise blood pressure and blood 
fats independently of their effects on body weight, so sodas would also be 
expected to do so. Habitual intake of one 12-ounce soda a day, some re-
searchers say, increases the risk of high blood pressure by at least 6 percent. 
Other researchers report that consumption of just one 8-ounce soda a day 
increases the risk of stroke, and 16 ounces a day increases the risk by 22 per-
cent. As noted earlier, the American Heart Association used such findings 
to recommend that women consume no more than 100 calories a day from 
added sugars and men no more than 150—the equivalent of 8 or 12 ounces 
of soda.18 For women, 100 calories is 5 percent of the total for the day, half 
the 10 percent typically recommended, and only a quarter of average intake. 
Even the most diligently health-conscious person will find so low a level of 
sugar intake difficult to achieve. If you eat a reasonably healthy diet and do 
not overeat calories, do you really need to restrict added sugars to under 10 
percent of calories? I do not think current evidence permits a clear answer 
to that question, but overall, everyone would be better off eating less sugar.

CANCERS

It is troubling to think that sugary drinks might raise the risk of cancer, but 
sugars and sodas have both been linked to an increased risk of pancreatic 
cancer and to the estrogen-dependent form of endometrial cancer. In re-
sponse to publication of these studies, Coca-Cola funded its own meta-
analysis of studies of soft drinks and cancer. Its study judged the scientific 
quality of the previous research to be poor and concluded that sodas have 
no association with cancer risk.19 Settling this question requires further re-
search from independent investigators.

When it comes to diet sodas, the Internet is full of sites arguing that 
artificial sweeteners cause cancer. As I explained in Chapter  1, consumer 
concerns induced Coca-Cola and PepsiCo to remove or promise to remove 
the potential carcinogen 4-methylimidazole (4-MeI) from the caramel col-
oring agents in diet sodas. Although the FDA and other public and private 
health authorities maintain that the chemicals in diet sodas are safe at cur-
rent levels of intake, concerns remain. Studies using experimental animals 
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suggest that very high doses of some chemical sweeteners could increase 
cancer risk, but research on humans has yet to confirm these findings. The 
American Cancer Society, the American Institute for Cancer Research, and 
the National Cancer Institute say they have no evidence that artificial sweet-
eners increase the risk of cancer—or any other health problem—in humans.20 
Whether or not they cause cancer, I’m not a user of artificial sweeteners and 
I don’t buy products containing them. I do not like their bitter aftertaste, 
and much prefer sugar (in moderation, of course).

PREMATURE DEATH

Obesity, type 2 diabetes, heart disease, and stroke—and the risk factors for these 
conditions, sugars among them—have been shown to increase overall mor-
tality. In mice, even low levels of sugar intake have been associated with reduced 
survival.21 In humans, researchers have shown soda consumption to be simi-
larly linked. Sugar intake is associated with an increased risk of mortality from 
all causes—but only when consumed in beverages.22 One group of investigators 
examined the relationship of soda consumption to deaths from all causes by 
linking data from 114 international dietary surveys to mortality statistics from 
the World Health Organization. On this basis, they estimated that sugar-
sweetened beverages are responsible for 184,000 obesity-related deaths a year. 
Of these deaths, they attributed 132,000 to diabetes, 45,000 to cardiovascular 
disease, and 4,600 to cancer. The data show that mortality related to sugary 
drink consumption is lowest in Japan, where soda drinking and obesity are low, 
but is highest in Mexico, where soda drinking and obesity set world records.23

OTHER HEALTH EFFECTS

As I said earlier, researchers link frequent soda consumption with many 
health conditions beyond the ones just discussed. With the exception of 
tooth decay, to which I devote Chapter 6, the evidence associating the other 
conditions to soda consumption is still largely preliminary—somewhat 
suggestive but by no means definitive.

With respect to osteoporosis, for example, it is theoretically possible that 
the phosphoric acid in sodas might leach calcium from bones and weaken 
them. Feeding sodas to rats reduces levels of blood calcium. Researchers 
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associate frequent soda consumption with low blood calcium in children and 
with bone fractures, particularly in girls. Older women who habitually drink 
colas are more likely to have low bone mineral density than those who do 
not.24 This may seem like sufficient evidence, but the studies do not clearly 
indicate whether the effects are due to sodas specifically or to generally poor 
diets lacking in bone minerals.

Similarly, researchers link frequent soda consumption to kidney stones, 
asthma, gout, rheumatoid arthritis, and depression in adults, and to be-
havior problems in young children. Even considering the combined effects 
of sugars and caffeine, I find it hard to believe that any one food could be 
linked to so many health problems, unless sodas are an indicator of poor 
health habits in general and poor diets in particular. One study, for ex-
ample, observed a correlation between consumption of sugary drinks and 
earlier menarche, independent of body weight. Associations like these re-
quire confirmation from further research.25

In seeking a unifying explanation, researchers have looked into the ef-
fects of sodas on cell aging. The body’s cells can only divide a finite number 
of times. Each time they divide, the ends of their chromosomes—special 
sequences of DNA called telomeres—become a bit shorter, making telomere 
length a potential marker of aging. In 2014, researchers reported that the 
telomeres in the cells of habitual drinkers of regular carbonated sodas—but 
not diet sodas, noncarbonated sugary drinks, or fruit juices—were shorter 
than those of people who did not consume such drinks. This suggested that 
sodas might make cells age faster, leading to headlines such as this one from 
Time magazine: “Soda May Age You as Much as Smoking.” Maybe, but I con-
sider this finding highly preliminary, especially because other scientists have 
criticized the study’s methods and are concerned that some of its authors 
may have a commercial interest in selling tests for telomere length.26

Let’s agree that more research is needed to clarify the effects of sodas on 
conditions other than obesity, type 2 diabetes, and heart disease. But surely 
we can agree that the evidence linking sodas to these conditions alone is 
more than sufficient to recommend limits on consumption. To summarize:27

 • Sodas contribute one-third of total daily sugar intake.
 • Soda sugars promote increased calorie intake.
 • Sodas decrease the body’s ability to compensate for excess calories.
 • Sodas increase the risk of obesity and of metabolic risk factors for 

type 2 diabetes, heart disease, and stroke.
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 • Reducing intake of sodas and their sugars reduces metabolic 
abnormalities and disease risks.

THE SODA INDUSTRY’S SPIN ON THE SCIENCE

By this time, you must have noted that when I talk about studies linking sodas 
to health problems, I mention who pays for them. Given how hard it is to obtain 
unambiguous results from nutrition studies, it is understandable why the soda 
industry would want to fund its own research and make sure it is designed and 
conducted by trusted investigators. In Chapter 19, I talk about the almost en-
tirely predictable results of soda industry sponsorship. But the soda industry is 
also diligent in casting doubt on science that might suggest that its products 
cause harm. The cartoon in Figure 5.3 comments on this point.

In 2012, for example, the New England Journal of Medicine published sev-
eral studies suggesting that soda consumption raised the risk of obesity. In 
response, the ABA issued a lengthy rebuttal. It said [with my translations]:28

 • Obesity is caused by an imbalance between calories consumed from 
all foods and beverages and those burned through physical activity. 
[Never mind what you eat or drink; physical activity is what matters.]

Figure 5.3 A cartoonist’s take on the soft drink industry. Clay Bennett’s substitution of 
a gun for a straw in this soda pop container not only suggests that soft drinks are 
killing people but also comments on how aggressively the industry defends its 
products against charges that they might do so. Used with the permission of Clay 
Bennett, the Washington Post Writers Group, and the Cartoonist Group. All rights 
reserved.
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 • Sugar-sweetened beverages only contribute 7 percent of the calories 
in the average American’s diet. [This is such a small percentage that 
you can ignore it, even though sodas contribute a third of daily sugar 
intake.]

 • These studies do not—and cannot—establish causation, nor do they 
present clinically meaningful findings. Focusing on total diet and 
physical activity is most likely to have a real and lasting effect. [Pay 
no attention to the sugars and empty calories in sodas.]

 • The limitations of these studies include measurement errors in the 
intake of sugar-sweetened beverages; self-reported height and 
weight; the potential for confounding or unknown factors; the lack 
of evaluation of the proportion of the total energy intake derived 
from sugar-sweetened beverages; and study cohorts restricted to 
persons of European ancestry. [Ignore the research, even though it is 
voluminous, consistent, and compelling.]

WHAT IS AT STAKE?

Sodas may not be the only cause of obesity and obesity-related health prob-
lems, but they are clearly important contributors. Soda companies know 
this. In 2014, as it has for a decade, Coca-Cola listed obesity in its annual 
report to the Securities and Exchange Commission as the leading threat to 
its potential profitability:

Consumers, public health officials and government officials are 
highly concerned about the public health consequences of obesity, 
particularly among young people. In addition, some researchers, 
health advocates and dietary guidelines are suggesting that con-
sumption of sugar-sweetened beverages, including those sweetened 
with HFCS or other nutritive sweeteners, is a primary cause of in-
creased obesity rates and are encouraging consumers to reduce or 
eliminate consumption of such products. Increasing public concern 
about obesity; possible new or increased taxes on sugar-sweetened 
beverages by government entities to reduce consumption or to raise 
revenue; additional governmental regulations concerning the mar-
keting, labeling, packaging or sale of our sugar-sweetened bever-
ages; and negative publicity resulting from actual or threatened 
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legal actions against us or other companies in our industry relating 
to the marketing, labeling or sale of sugar-sweetened beverages may 
reduce demand for or increase the cost of our sugar-sweetened bev-
erages, which could adversely affect our profitability.29

Like cigarette companies, soda companies have a vested interest in selling 
more of their products, regardless of health consequences. Even if soda 
company executives would like to promote public heath, their business ob-
jectives must invariably take precedence over health objectives. The health 
consequences of these business objectives constitute the most compelling 
reason for advocating reduced soda consumption, as illustrated in Chap-
ter 6 and throughout this book.



In considering how sodas affect health, it is easy to forget about dental caries—
the medical term for tooth decay or cavities. Although caries affects practically 
everyone and is the single most common chronic disease in children and 
adults worldwide, most of us rarely think of it as a public health crisis. The 
Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC), for example, conducts 
separate surveys of the prevalence of decayed, missing, or filled teeth (DMFT) 
but does not include tooth decay on its list of chronic diseases. Until recently, 
the World Health Organization (WHO) hardly mentioned caries as a prevent-
able chronic disease. WHO’s 2010 resolution on the marketing of junk foods 
and sodas to children emphasized the need to reduce risks for obesity and type 2 
diabetes but said nothing about tooth decay. Although oral health is moni-
tored by groups who track the global burden of disease, tooth decay appears 
almost as an afterthought in many of their reports.1

This omission is unfortunate. Decayed teeth can be life-threatening 
when infections spread from the mouth to other vital organs. Studies link 
tooth decay and gum infections to heart disease, for example. More com-
monly, tooth decay can make life miserable, especially for young children. 
Deciduous or baby teeth remain in children’s mouths from the time they are 
about 6 months old until age 11 or 12. Decay of these teeth is painful and 
disfiguring, makes eating difficult, and can lead to nutrient deficiencies, 
stunting, and wasting even among children in families able to provide sufficient 
food. Young children with untreated tooth decay are especially vulnerable to 
stunting and wasting and to the resulting poor cognitive development, 
school performance, and overall health.2

6
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The omission is especially unfortunate because tooth decay is almost en-
tirely preventable: by brushing teeth after meals, drinking fluoridated water, 
and applying topical fluoride to teeth. Seeing a dentist regularly and having 
teeth cleaned professionally also helps. Even so, the best way to prevent tooth 
decay is to eliminate its underlying cause: the sugars in foods and drinks.

In the United States, nearly half of all children under the age of 12 show 
signs of decay in their primary teeth, and more than 90 percent of adults have 
permanent teeth that are decayed, missing, or filled. This percentage increases 
in direct proportion to annual sugar consumption, even when the water is 
fluoridated. The more sugars consumed, the higher the DFMT percentage. 
The only world populations displaying low rates of tooth decay are those in 
extreme poverty who have yet to be exposed to sweets and sodas. Researchers 
view the introduction of sugary foods and drinks into such populations as a 
public health hazard of massive proportions. Specifically to prevent tooth 
decay in adults and children, health authorities say that sugar intake should be 
restricted to 2 to 3 percent of daily calories, with 5 percent of calories a prag-
matic goal.3 Let me remind you that for someone on a diet of 2,000 calories a 
day, 5 percent of calories is reached by the amount of sugar in just one 8-ounce 
soda. I have no trouble understanding why tooth decay is so widely ignored 
outside the dental community. Sugars are hard to avoid. Most Americans 
would find limiting sugars to 5 percent of calories impossibly restrictive. Cavi-
ties may be common, may hurt, and may be expensive to fix, but once fixed the 
problem is solved. Because medical specialization assigns obesity to doctors 
but tooth decay to dentists, it is easy to forget that tooth decay is a health 
problem and not just a matter of cosmetics. And like many modern health 
problems, tooth decay is the result of a combination of factors—diet, but also 
genetics, inadequate oral hygiene, and lack of access to fluoridated water.

But obesity and tooth decay share one factor in common—sodas. Sodas, 
as this chapter explains, are a major contributing factor to tooth decay. Pre-
venting tooth decay is another urgent reason to advocate for reduced soda 
consumption.

SUGARS, SODAS, AND TOOTH DECAY

Observers have suspected that sugary foods cause tooth decay since the 
time of Aristotle (384–322 bce). Ahead of his time on this and many other 
health issues, Aristotle asked: “Why do figs, which are soft and sweet, 
 destroy the teeth? Do they, owing to their stickiness, penetrate into the 
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gums, and, because they are soft, insinuate themselves into the 30 spaces 
between the teeth, and, being hot, quickly cause decay?”4

I am not sure about the “hot” part, but by the 1950s modern investiga-
tors considered the evidence for the role of sugars in tooth decay to be 
“overwhelming,” and by the late 1970s they labeled it “inescapable.” The ev-
idence includes animal tests and epidemiologic associations, as well as con-
trolled human studies. Even more compelling, the mechanism of causation 
has a well-established biological basis. Certain species of bacteria in the 
mouth are able to use sugars to form sticky polymers that adhere to teeth 
and provide a platform for the attachment of even more bacteria. As a by-
product of their metabolism, these bacteria secrete acids that dissolve tooth 
enamel. Although questions still remain about the relative caries-forming 
capacity of different kinds of sugars, the amounts needed to cause decay, 
and the modifying effects of fluoride and tooth-brushing, dental scientists 
generally agree that exposing teeth to any form of sugar promotes caries 
development. They also agree that the more frequent the exposure to sugars, 
the higher the number of decayed, missing, and filled teeth—called the 
“DMFT score” in adults and the “dmft score” in children.5

Any form of sugar means any sugar, solid or liquid. Sodas are not sticky, 
but bathing the teeth in sugar water promotes bacterial growth and the me-
tabolism of sugars to acids. The risk of tooth decay increases with the fre-
quency of exposure to sugar and its duration, which is another reason sip-
ping sugary drinks over time is not a good idea. But sodas have one other 
decay-promoting characteristic: they are highly acidic (pH 2.6)—as acidic as 
vinegar.6 The acids in sodas dissolve tooth enamel, as generations of junior 
high school students have gleefully demonstrated by dropping baby teeth 
into glasses of Coca-Cola. Although any acid will dissolve teeth, sodas also 
contain sugars. The sugar-plus-acid combination is doubly bad for teeth, and 
frequent, prolonged consumption makes the combined effects even worse.

By now, a great many studies confirm that sugary drinks not only con-
tribute to tooth decay but are a principal cause. The more such drinks con-
sumed, the worse the dental problems. Studies find exceptionally high 
levels of tooth decay and dental erosion among Olympic athletes, for ex-
ample, problems attributed to their frequent consumption of sports drinks.7

But international studies identify sodas as the single most important 
cause of dental erosion in children—greater than any other dietary factor, 
including milk, juice, and sports drinks, or, in adults, illicit drugs—even when 
mitigated by fluoride. The caries-producing effects of soda consumption are 
most pronounced among children in developing countries, where dental 
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care and fluoridated water are expensive or unavailable and where the mar-
keting of soft drinks is particularly intense. The relationship of sodas to 
tooth decay is so clear that dental researchers can predict the extent of 
dental caries in young children by the amount of soda they consume. Den-
tists say they “can spot frequent pop drinkers easily by looking at their 
teeth” and that “sweetened soda is to teeth as cigarettes are to lungs.”8

None of this would be much of a problem if dental decay were limited to 
tiny points that could be easily fixed. But in young children especially, frequent 
and prolonged exposure of teeth to soft drinks leads to erosion—the dissolving 
away of large portions of tooth enamel. This happens more frequently to 
children who have weaker enamel as a result of poor nutritional status. 
Figure 6.1 shows what severe dental erosion looks like. Soda-induced dental 
erosion is a modern example of what used to be called baby bottle tooth 
decay, a problem still seen in infants put to bed sucking on formula, juices, 
or other sugary drinks. A more recent manifestation in the United States is 
“Mountain Dew mouth,” seen in many low-income areas but particularly in 
parts of rural Appalachia, where adequate dental care is almost nonexistent.9

PUBLIC HEALTH RECOMMENDATIONS

Because soft drinks so clearly cause tooth decay and dental erosion even 
when oral hygiene, fluoride, and other dietary factors are accounted for, the 

Figure 6.1 The teeth of a young child from Ecuador with severe dental erosion caused 
by frequent consumption of sugar-sweetened beverages and foods. Dental problems 
this acute cause pain and impair the ability to chew foods properly, leading to 
malnutrition, learning disabilities, and poor school performance. Photo: Sean Jones. 
Used with permission of Dr. Karen Sokal-Gutierrez. 
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American Dental Association recommends total avoidance of sugary drinks, 
especially between meals. Since the early 2000s, the WHO has called for 
limits on sugar intake expressly to prevent dental disease. The WHO advises 
two preventive measures: consume no more than 10 percent of total calories 
from added sugars, and do not consume sugary foods and drinks more than 
four times per day. To support these recommendations, the WHO also ad-
vises environmental interventions: ban soft drink vending machines, and dis-
courage the sale of sweets and unhealthy foods inside or near school premises 
and at sports events. In 2014, the WHO cited dental disease as the leading 
reason for limiting sugar calories to no more than 5 percent of daily intake. By 
now, the evidence linking sodas to tooth decay is so strong that some re-
searchers think sodas should carry warning labels.10 Indeed, some health de-
partments have initiated campaigns such as the one illustrated in Figure 6.2.

THE SODA INDUSTRY’S RESPONSE

The American Beverage Association insists that sodas are only a minor 
factor in development of tooth decay or erosion.

While some critics say beverages are a unique factor in causing 
tooth decay, the facts state otherwise. . . . Several factors contribute 
to the formation of dental cavities, including the types of food con-
sumed, the length of time foods are retained in the mouth and a 

Figure 6.2 Section of a “Sugar Bites” infographic emphasizing the role of sugary 
drinks in tooth decay. The infographic was produced by the Contra Costa County, 
California, Department of Health Services as part of its Cut Sugary Drinks campaign: 
“Juice drinks, soda, flavored milk and sports drinks can destroy teeth, cause obesity, 
and lead to type II diabetes.”
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person’s level of oral hygiene and access to professional dental care. 
Science tells us that individual susceptibility to both dental cavities 
and tooth erosion varies depending on a person’s behavior, life-
style, diet and genetic make-up. . . . The good news is the number of 
cavities among children has declined significantly in America for 
the past several decades. . . . We should all do our part to enhance 
oral health by brushing and flossing our teeth and making regular 
visits to the dentist.11

The prevalence of tooth decay has indeed declined among U.S. children, but 
only in those older than 5 years; caries rates are going up among children 
ages 2 to 5. During the 1990s, DMFT scores in adults fell among all age 
groups, but they are still quite high, increase with age, and are much higher 
in low-income groups.12

But casting doubt on the science is only one of the soda industry’s strate-
gies for dealing with its tooth decay problem. To encourage dentists to em-
phasize professional care, sealants, and better oral hygiene rather than urging 
less soda consumption, the Coca-Cola Foundation in 2003 donated a million 
dollars to the charitable arm of the American Academy of Pediatric Dentistry. 
The gift was intended to promote education and research; Coke agreed to dis-
tribute the academy’s educational messages and materials. The academy’s 2012 
policy statement on diet and dental health notes that soft drinks are associated 
with tooth decay and obesity, but it says nothing about avoiding sodas. In-
stead, it euphemistically notes the importance of “educating the public about 
the association between frequent consumption of carbohydrates and caries.” 
Appalled, the Center for Science in the Public Interest said Coke was paying 
for “innocence by association.”13 If nothing else, such gifts buy silence.

SUCCESSFUL ADVOCACY: THE CHILDREN’S ORAL HEALTH  
AND NUTRITION PROJECT

The origin of the international Children’s Oral Health and Nutrition Project 
can be traced to the experience of Karen Sokal-Gutierrez as a U.S. Peace 
Corps volunteer in Ecuador in the late 1970s. Then, as shown in the faded 
photograph in Figure 6.3, children may have had other health problems, 
but their teeth and smiles were beautiful. Not coincidentally, they had little 
access to sodas and other sugary foods.
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Twenty years later, and by then a medical doctor, she revisited the 
country and was shocked to see that many children had rotted and eroded 
teeth. Heavily advertised sodas and other commercial sweetened products 
had taken over local markets and replaced traditional foods.

Today Dr. Sokal-Gutierrez is a professor of public health at the Univer-
sity of California, Berkeley, where she directs the Children’s Oral Health 
and Nutrition Project.14 Its aim is to reduce tooth decay and prevent malnu-
trition among children from birth through age 6 in developing countries. 
One of its most important goals is to reduce children’s consumption of 
soda. The project involves four actions that together cost about $5 per child 
per year:

 • Educating parents, children, health workers, and teachers about 
nutrition and oral health

 • Providing toothbrushes and toothpaste to all family members
 • Applying fluoride varnish to children’s teeth three times per year
 • Providing yearly dental exams for children and referrals to dental 

treatment

Figure 6.3 Dr. Karen Sokal-Gutierrez as a Peace Corps volunteer in Ecuador in the 
late 1970s. The children, who had little or no exposure to sodas and sugary snacks, had 
beautiful teeth and lovely smiles. Photo courtesy of Dr. Karen Sokal-Gutierrez. 
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Dr. Sokal-Gutierrez began the project in El Salvador and eventually 
reached about two thousand children and their families. Over the course of 
six years, from 2004 to 2010, she and her colleagues in that country were 
able to promote and observe significant reductions in soda consumption. 
They could link reduced soda drinking to deep reductions in tooth decay, 
mouth pain, and childhood malnutrition, and could demonstrate that the 
children who fared best were those involved in the project from birth. She 
was able to extend the project to Honduras in 2009, Ecuador and Nepal in 
2010, Vietnam in 2011, and India in 2012. Other developing countries also 
want to adopt this intervention. Reducing soda intake continues to be a 
critical factor in the success of these projects. They prove that advocacy to 
reduce soda intake pays off in healthier teeth and healthier children.

ADVOCATE: SODA-FREE TEETH

If you would like to get involved in efforts to reduce kids’ soda intake as a 
means of protecting their teeth, here are some suggestions for how to engage 
in the debate about this issue and to take action in your own community.

Understand the Issue

 • Tooth decay is a major public health problem, especially among 
children.

 • Tooth decay and dental erosion cause pain and can lead to deficient 
nutrient intake and poor overall health.

 • Frequent consumption of sugary foods and drinks is a well- 
established cause of tooth decay.

 • Sodas are a particular cause of tooth decay because of their 
 combination of sugars and acids.

 • Reducing soda intake is a well-established preventive measure.

Engage in the Debate

When it comes to sodas and tooth decay, industry arguments are not diffi-
cult to counter. The evidence that links sodas to dental caries is strong, con-
sistent, and based firmly in biology. Table 6.1 summarizes some of the soda 
industry’s arguments and ways advocates can respond to them.
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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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It is now time to introduce the soft drink industry and its major players: 
Coca-Cola, PepsiCo, and Dr Pepper Snapple—collectively, Big Soda. The 
industry as a whole, however, is a massive enterprise involving thousands of 
companies and hundreds of thousands of people engaged in manufacturing 
beverage syrups or concentrates; in bottling, canning, preparing, or distrib-
uting finished products; and in selling soda cans, bottles, or fountain drinks 
to consumers everywhere in the world. Soda companies produce and sell 
the equivalent of nearly two trillion 12-ounce servings of fountain or pack-
aged beverages every year.1

In doing so, the companies engaged in this industry perform one or 
more of four distinct tasks: producing syrup, bottling or canning the drinks, 
distributing the syrup or drinks, or selling the drinks, bottles, or cans. Table 7.1 
summarizes the supply chain for carbonated sodas.

Nearly 4,900 companies throughout the world are engaged in produc-
ing syrups or bottling sodas, and 1,350 of them are in the United States. 
Until recently, these companies could be divided neatly into two categories: 
those making syrup and flavor concentrates for packaged sodas or fountain 
drinks, and those engaged in bottling or canning the finished products. 
Coca-Cola, for example, was largely a syrup producer; it left the bottling 
almost entirely to franchise companies located everywhere sodas are sold. 
In 2009, however, PepsiCo bought out its North American bottlers, and 
Coca-Cola did the same the following year. In other regions, some bottlers 
continue to be separate companies. But producing the syrup controls the 
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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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Coca-Cola

In the more than one hundred years since it was founded in 1886, The Coca-
Cola Company (its official abbreviation is TCCC) has become an interna-
tionally recognized symbol of business success. The company, which employs 
about 150,000 people, earned $11 billion in profits on revenues of $48 billion 
in 2012 (Table 7.3). In April 2015, a share of Coca-Cola sold for $41, but its 
market capitalization—the value of all its stock—was more than $178 billion. 
The previous year, the company rewarded its chief executive, Muhtar Kent, 
with $18.2 million in salary, bonuses, perquisites, stocks, and stock options. 
He also owned more than 260,000 shares of Coca-Cola stock, worth an ad-
ditional $11 million.7 Throughout its history, Coca-Cola has generated im-
pressive wealth for its executives and investors.

During this history, Coca-Cola became firmly established as a ubiqui-
tous icon of American culture. Business analysts frequently acknowledge 
Coca-Cola as the top-ranked global brand—not just in the category of 
foods or beverages, but among all brands. After a thirteen-year run in the 
leading position, the company fell to second place after Apple in 2013.8 It is 
still extremely popular with the public. In mid-2015, Coca-Cola’s Facebook 
page had more than 89 million “likes.” As I discuss in later chapters, the 
company routinely wins the industry’s highest awards for effective adver-
tising, leadership, and social responsibility.

Shelves of books are devoted to the history of the company and its mar-
keting practices, to biographies of its leaders, to its vast collections of mem-
orabilia, and even to recipes that include its signature product as an ingredient. 
I list and describe some of these works in the bibliographic note in Appendix 3. 
Although these books also cover some of the company’s less attractive busi-
ness practices, particularly in developing countries, the sheer number of 
these volumes attests to the position held by this maker of flavored sugar 
water as a quintessentially American economic and cultural institution.

Coca-Cola is best known for its namesake brand, but it also markets 
3,500 different products under 500 brand names in more than 200 countries 
and territories. Fanta and Fresca are some of the better known non-cola 
brands, but the company also owns Dasani water, Minute Maid juice, and 
Glacéau Vitaminwater, as well as smaller international brands such as Vegi-
taBeta in Japan and Inca Kola in Peru. Some non-colas, such as Fanta, are 
sold internationally in dozens of flavors. In Macedonia, for example, you 
can buy Orange, Lemon, and Melon Fanta, but also Shokata (elderflower) 
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and Bamboocha (translated, more or less, as “terrific”). I find it hard to get 
my head around this fact: Coca-Cola provides more than 1.8 billion serv-
ings a day of everything in its product lines. That’s billions, every day. The 
company maintains this reach through a system that involves 250 bottlers 
worldwide.9

It is worth taking a minute to think about Coca-Cola’s business model. 
This is a relatively small—but very rich—company founded on the manu-
facture of syrup. Historically, it left the more labor- and capital-intensive 
production of the actual sodas (and the risks that go with it) to franchise 
operations. The company controls sales of the syrup, but it also decides who 
gets the franchises, how the syrup is produced and distributed, and how the 
final products are packaged and advertised. It exerts this control through 
complete or partial ownership of the franchises. By the mid-1980s, Coca-
Cola owned one-third of its bottling operations. In 2006, it consolidated the 
North American bottling operations into a new and distinct corporate 
entity, Coca-Cola Enterprises (CCE). Five years later, Coca-Cola took over 
CCE’s entire North American business, changed that company’s name to 
Coca-Cola Refreshments (CCR), and folded most of its U.S. and Canadian 
businesses into this new corporation.

Although the overseas business model keeps the bottling corporations 
separate, the parent Coca-Cola Company (TCCC) typically and deliber-
ately owns no more than a 49 percent share of any franchise operation. 
Holding less than a majority share allows Coca-Cola to control the bottling 
operations in various countries without being saddled with legal or moral 
responsibility for anything the local bottlers do with respect to labor rights, 
water use, or environmental damage, issues I take up in later chapters.10

PepsiCo

Pepsi is the leading soft drink produced by a company increasingly focused 
on its snack food operations. Beverages account for just under half of all 
PepsiCo sales, but Pepsi is still the company’s flagship product. It is also a 
popular company; its Facebook page in late 2014 recorded nearly 33 million 
“likes.” In addition to Pepsi and Mountain Dew, the sports drink Gatorade, 
Tropicana juices, and Aquafina and other bottled waters, PepsiCo owns 
Frito-Lay, Lipton Tea, and Quaker Oats, among other brands. Twenty-two 
of its brands each bring in more than a billion dollars a year, and the entire 
Pepsi portfolio generated revenues of more than $65 billion in 2012, for a 
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profit of nearly $11 billion. Like Coca-Cola, Pepsi sells its carbonated bever-
ages in more than two hundred countries and territories. Among its brands 
of drinks, Manzanita Sol and Mirinda especially target Hispanic markets.11

In mid-2015, a share of PepsiCo cost just over $96 for a market capital-
ization of more than $142 billion. Coca-Cola has higher revenues, but Pep-
siCo is not doing badly. Its shares, like those of Coca-Cola, have doubled in 
value since 2009. In 2013, PepsiCo paid its chief executive, Indra Nooyi, a 
base salary of $1.6 million, stock awards of $7.5 million, a performance-
based bonus of $4 million, $102,772 for use of the company aircraft, and 
$30,463 for ground transportation—more than $13 million in total.12 By 
2015, she owned nearly 722,000 shares of PepsiCo stock, valued at more 
than $69 million.

Pepsi is a larger company than Coca-Cola—it employs 278,000 people 
worldwide, 106,000 of them in the United States—but you would never know 
that from comparing soda revenues. In the soda universe, Pepsi is decidedly 
number two. Whether it tries harder is debatable, but its competition with 
Coca-Cola has long been known as the “soda wars.” Years ago, critics recog-
nized the absurdity of the conflict as a form of sibling rivalry—and among 
twins at that: “They look the same, they taste the same, and they bubble into 
foam the same.”13 The latest skirmish occurred in 2014, when Pepsi displaced 
Diet Coke as the second-highest-selling soft drink in America.

Dr Pepper Snapple

This company, much smaller than either Coke or Pepsi, used to be a divi-
sion of Cadbury Schweppes but after a series of mergers and acquisitions 
ended up in its present form in 2008. The company now produces more 
than fifty different drinks under its principal labels: Dr Pepper, 7UP, Royal 
Crown, A & W, and Canada Dry. But it also owns Nehi, Hawaiian Punch, 
and Deja Blue, among others. Its integrated syrup, concentrate, and bottling 
operations brought in nearly $6 billion in revenues in 2012, for a tidy profit 
of $1.3 billion. Fourteen percent of its sales are to Walmart, and nearly 90 
percent are in the United States, with the rest mainly in Canada, Mexico, 
and the Caribbean. Carbonated beverages account for 80 percent of sales.

Dr Pepper holds licensing agreements with both Coca-Cola and PepsiCo 
to distribute its beverages in the United States and to bottle and distribute its 
products in other countries. Rather than attempting a hopeless competition 
with Coke and Pepsi over cola sales, Dr Pepper focuses on flavored soft 
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drinks: “Without flavors, we’d be just another cola company.” The company’s 
sales in the United States have been relatively flat in recent years but are in-
creasing elsewhere, enough to explain why its stock price continues to rise 
and nearly tripled in value between 2009 and 2014. Business analysts do not 
expect Dr Pepper to ever outsell Coke and Pepsi but think it “will likely plug 
along profitably, though slowly, over time.”14

The American Beverage Association (ABA)

The ABA is the soda industry’s principal trade association, public relations 
agent, and staunch defender. It originated in 1919 as the American Bottlers 
of Carbonated Beverages but changed its name to the National Soft Drink 
Association in 1966. Recognizing that industry growth increasingly in-
volved sports and energy drinks and other nontraditional beverages, the 
group adopted the current name in 2004. The ABA represents dozens of 
beverage producers, bottlers, distributors, franchise companies, and sup-
port industries, but bottlers predominate, particularly those connected to 
Coca-Cola, PepsiCo, and Dr Pepper Snapple.

The ABA describes itself as a neutral forum for members to discuss 
common issues; a liaison between the industry, government, and the public; 
and a strong voice for the industry in legislative and regulatory matters. Its 
staff consists of legislative, scientific, technical, regulatory, legal, and com-
munications experts devoted to representing the interests of member com-
panies. The ABA lobbies aggressively on behalf of the industry and weighs 
in loudly, forcefully, and persistently on a broad range of issues affecting the 
soda marketing environment, as I point out in later chapters.15

SUGARY DRINK PROFITABILITY: BUSINESS STRATEGIES

In the most recent addition to my library of books about this industry, the 
historian Bartow Elmore describes its business model as “Coca-Cola capi-
talism.” By this, he means that this industry outsources the making of its 
products and, therefore, the social, environmental, and financial risks en-
tailed in their production. The soda industry, he says, must be understood 
as an extractive industry. Like other extraction industries, it draws on nat-
ural resources and transfers the cost of those resources—water and agricul-
tural land for growing sugar and corn, for example—to taxpayers. The public 
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pays for municipal water supplies used to make soft drinks, for the railroads 
and highways used to transport the drinks, for the corn subsidies that 
reduce the price of high-fructose corn syrup (HFCS), for cleaning up the 
mess made by discarded cans and plastic bottles, and for the health care of 
soda drinkers who become ill.16

This business model explains why, despite slow growth and declining 
sales in some markets, sugary drinks generate hefty profits. Profits are driven 
by marketing and by overseas sales, as I discuss in later chapters, but Big Soda 
companies keep costs low by outsourcing many of them. They also take ad-
vantage of the tax system to benefit their investors. In 2013, for example, the 
average tax rate for the soda industry was 19 percent, substantially below 
that of most individual taxpayers. To achieve low tax rates, soda companies 
move their worldwide concentrate headquarters to Singapore (Coca-Cola) 
or Ireland (PepsiCo). Coca-Cola’s tax rate was 15 percent in 2012, while Pepsi’s 
was 21 percent. By one analysis, Coca-Cola keeps 88 percent of its cash over-
seas, which amounted to more than $13.9 billion in 2013.17

Publicly traded corporations are required to disclose information about 
who invests in them. Coca-Cola’s largest and most famous stockholder is 
Warren Buffett’s Berkshire Hathaway, which owned 400 million shares valued 
at more than $16 billion in April 2015. The other major institutional holders 
of the soda Big Three are mutual funds and banks. The Vanguard Group, for 
example, is the second-leading investor in Coca-Cola (244.5 million shares), 
number one in PepsiCo (93 million), and number two in Dr Pepper Snapple 
(16 million). The State Street Corporation is the number three investor in 
Coke and number two in Pepsi. BlackRock Institutional Trust shows up as a 
top-ten investor in all three companies. The values of investor holdings run 
into the billions. If your retirement funds are invested with these companies, 
you—like Warren Buffett—will want soda stocks to continue to increase in 
value and will do and say nothing that might reduce the value of those stocks.

Again, let me point to the irony of all this. These extraordinary profits 
and returns come from the sale of products that cost practically nothing to 
manufacture. Their principal ingredient—water—comes at low cost from the 
tap at taxpayer expense. Their most expensive ingredient is the sugar or HFCS 
sweetener, but both are relatively cheap as a result of price stabilization of 
cane and beet sugar and subsidies for corn. In many gas stations, supermar-
kets, and fast-food chains, sodas are used as “loss leaders,” underpriced items 
attracting customers into stores where sodas cost less than bottled water. 
Figure 7.1 presents an example.
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PRESSURES ON SODA INDUSTRY PROFITS:  
BUSINESS AND HEALTH

While the business community still ranks Coke and Pepsi among the top-
ten brands in America and the companies’ overall sales and profits are still 
highly robust, many signs indicate that sodas are in trouble. The persistent 
decline in soda sales since the late 1990s is only the most visible such sign, 
but it is the one that most disturbs investors. Activist shareholders are de-
manding that PepsiCo spin off its less profitable beverages and focus 
entirely on snack sales. Other investors, concerned that 75 percent of Coca-
Cola beverages are high in sugar, want more diversification in the compa-
ny’s product portfolio. Soda suppliers and bottlers face increasing competi-
tion from SodaStream and other makers of home carbonation machines. 
Transporters and bottlers fear that Coca-Cola’s Freestyle cartridge-based 

Figure 7.1 Berkeley, California, high school students on a lunch break at the McDonald’s 
on University Avenue. Fountain drinks cost so little to produce that fast-food chains can 
offer them for a fixed, low price, no matter how large the container. This photo, taken by 
Gael McKeon on October 20, 2014, is part of a photo essay on Berkeley’s successful soda 
tax initiative discussed in Chapter 27. Used with permission.
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soda-dispensing machines could put them out of business. Others worry 
that Pepsi’s computerized, personalized, and customized Spire dispensers 
could replace traditional fountains.18

From the soda industry’s standpoint, however, the single biggest threat 
to its long-term profitability is obesity. For a century, Coca-Cola and Pep-
siCo have been accustomed to enthusiastic public support. The idea that the 
public might hold these companies responsible for childhood obesity, let 
alone accountable for it, comes as an unwelcome surprise. How obesity 
became a threat to soda sales and what the companies are doing to counter 
this threat come next.



You might think the biggest threat posed by obesity is the risk of chronic 
disease, but the soda industry’s concern is quite different: loss of sales. If 
you can prevent obesity by drinking less soda, you might actually do that. 
The industry recognized this threat long before obesity became the promi-
nent public health concern that it is today. When the Senate Select Commit-
tee on Nutrition and Human Needs wrote the Dietary Goals in 1977, the 
soda industry needed to respond to the “drink less soda” recommendation. 
But industry officials suspected that an overt attack on the goals might 
create an “untenable, anti-soda backlash.”1 Instead, soda companies used 
less confrontational tactics. They recruited sympathetic scientists to attack 
the Dietary Goals as unjustified, and arranged for the industry trade asso-
ciation, then called the National Soft-Drink Association, to do the talking 
for them. The association framed its rebuttal in ways sure to resonate with 
the public:

 • Sodas bring pleasure and have a place in balanced diets.
 • Personal choice is a fundamental freedom of American citizenship.
 • Parents know how to decide what their children eat and drink.

The soda industry’s position, then and now, is that obesity is strictly a 
matter of individual and parental responsibility (see Figure 8.1).

Throughout this book, I maintain that it is much easier for individuals 
to make responsible personal choices in a healthier food environment 
backed up by supportive public policies.2 In this chapter, I explain how the 
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industry’s 1977 expressions of doubt about the role of sodas in obesity 
remain central to its current “playbook”—the term advocates use to de-
scribe the standard talking points used by the tobacco industry and now 
any industry selling a product that is not good for health. Although the 
soda industry’s basic arguments remain the same, it has refined the play-
book over the years in response to increasingly urgent concerns about the 
role of sugary drinks in obesity.

Recall from Chapter 4 that from 1980 to 2000, federal dietary guidelines 
said little about drinking less soda. These were precisely the years in which 
the prevalence of obesity increased sharply among children as well as adults. 
In 2001, the U.S. surgeon general, then Dr. David Satcher, issued a call to 
action to prevent obesity, especially among schoolchildren. While not men-
tioning sugary drinks by name, he urged the USDA to mandate healthy bev-
erages in schools during meals and sports events and to enforce standards 
prohibiting foods of minimal nutritional value from school meals and 

Figure 8.1 A cartoonist’s view of the contrast between conservative (personal) and 
liberal (policy) views about how to prevent childhood obesity. The soda industry 
argues that because obesity is a matter of personal responsibility, government has no 
business suggesting that people would be healthier drinking less soda. Chuck Asay, 
Creators Syndicate. Used with permission.
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vending machines. All foods and beverages served at schools, he said, should 
contribute to eating patterns consistent with the Dietary Guidelines.3

To investment analysts, this suggestion from the nation’s top doctor was 
nothing short of alarming. In reports released in 2003, researchers in three 
international banking firms warned food and beverage companies that they 
must act quickly to turn the obesity crisis into a business opportunity. Soda 
companies got the message. In 2007, a Coca-Cola marketing executive told 
a reporter from Advertising Age, “Our Achilles heel is the discussion about 
obesity. . . . It’s gone from a small, manageable U.S. issue to a huge global 
issue. It dilutes our marketing and works against it. It’s a huge, huge issue.”4

That soda companies were aware of the way concerns about obesity 
might threaten profits is evident from Coca-Cola’s annual reports to the 
U.S. Securities and Exchange Commission (SEC), which I mentioned in 
Chapter  5. The SEC requires corporations to disclose factors that might 
pose a risk to meeting growth targets. As it had in annual SEC filings since 
at least 2003, Coca-Cola listed obesity as its primary risk. Obesity, as the 
company wrote in its 2013 report, “represents a significant challenge to our 
industry.” Its explanation echoed phrases used in 1977:

We understand and recognize that obesity is a complex public 
health challenge and are committed to being a part of the solution. 
We recognize the uniqueness of consumers’ lifestyles and dietary 
choices. All of our products can be part of an active, healthy life-
style that includes a sensible and balanced diet, proper hydration 
and regular physical activity. However, when it comes to weight 
management, all calories count, whatever food or beverage they 
come from, including calories from our beverages.5

BIG SODA’S PUBLIC RELATIONS PLAYBOOK

Since the 1970s, the soda industry has remained firmly “on message” and its 
playbook themes are familiar and predictable.6 Its messages, methods, and 
actions aim to achieve three goals: avoid public criticism, head off government 
regulation, and protect sales. I am awestruck by how well soda companies 
manage these tasks. Their strategies are astonishingly comprehensive. No 
community group is too inconsequential to receive a grant from the Coke 
or Pepsi corporate foundations. No city contemplating a soda tax is too small 
or too poor to be the target of a massive and lavishly funded  counteroffensive. 
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No issue that might affect marketing is too trivial to be ignored by industry 
lobbyists.

To public health advocates familiar with the actions of tobacco compa-
nies, the response of soda companies to obesity seems all too familiar. Soda 
is not tobacco, of course, and the problems it causes depend on how much 
is consumed and how often. But the soda industry’s playbook—the script it 
follows—is a carbon copy of the one used by cigarette companies to deflect 
attention from the hazards of smoking. Figure 8.2 illustrates this point.

As Professors Kelly Brownell and Kenneth Warner wrote in the Mil-
bank Quarterly in 2009, the cigarette industry’s playbook invariably

emphasized personal responsibility, paying scientists who deliv-
ered research that instilled doubt, criticizing the “junk” science 
that found harms associated with smoking, making self- regulatory 

Figure 8.2 Big Tobacco and Big Food use similar political strategies. In October 2014, 
just before the ultimately successful vote for a soda tax in Berkeley, California (Chapter 
27), Mark Pertschuk, a longtime advocate for anti-smoking policies and grassroots 
approaches to social change, pointed out the parallels. Photo by Gael McKeon. Used 
with permission.
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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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their products in every imaginable way, in every place imaginable, and 
to every imaginable person. In the third category, I explain how the soda 
industry uses “softball” tactics—those that appear open and friendly—to 
build allies and neutralize potential critics (Chapters 17 to 22). While en-
gaged in these softer approaches, soda companies simultaneously employ 
the more aggressive “hardball” tactics covered in Chapters 23 to 27. But for 
now, let’s look at how soda companies attempt to appear as part of the solu-
tion to obesity, rather than its cause. As Coca-Cola says in its 2013 filing 
with the SEC, “We understand and recognize that obesity is a complex 
public health challenge and are committed to being a part of the solution.”

EMPHASIZE DEVOTION TO HEALTH AND WELLNESS

Soda industry rhetoric in response to concerns about obesity is best seen in 
statements from its trade association, now called the American Beverage 
Association (ABA). The ABA deals with the obesity issue head on: “The 
headlines are hard to ignore. America needs to lose weight.” The association

is concerned about the obesity issue in America and is proudly 
doing its part to help improve health and wellness . . . All of our in-
dustry’s beverages can be enjoyed as part of a balanced lifestyle. . . . 
While beverages and food play a role in determining good health, 
so do other important factors. In fact, it is generally accepted that 
obesity involves three main factors: genetics, diet and exercise. We 
know that obesity is a serious and complex problem that is best 
addressed by living a balanced lifestyle—consuming a variety of 
foods and beverages in moderation and getting plenty of exercise. 
Quite simply, overweight and obesity are a result of an imbalance 
between calories consumed and calories burned.8

In sum, the ABA’s statement translates to mean that obesity is about any-
thing other than “drink less soda.”

Reframe the Issues

On a website devoted to clearing up its version of myths about sodas, the 
ABA says, “FACT: Obesity is a complex condition, that can’t be boiled down 
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to one specific product or ingredient. Many health organizations, including 
the Mayo Clinic, have found multiple risk factors, including genetics, age, 
stress, and even lack of sleep.”9 Such statements aim to deflect attention 
from the health effects of sodas by emphasizing anything other than sugars 
and calories. Its update of the 1977 framing devices looks like this [with my 
comments added]:

 • Sodas can be part of healthful diets. [Yes, but only in small 
amounts.]

 • Other foods and beverages also contribute calories. [They do, but 
sodas contribute one-third of the sugar consumed in the United States 
and with other sugary drinks contribute half. Their calories are empty, 
and they are well established to promote poor health.]

 • Genetics is the key determinant of obesity. [Genetics has not 
changed since 1980.]

 • Physical activity is more important. [Activity is important, but it 
takes considerable effort to balance excessive calorie intake.]

Divert Attention to Physical Activity

I call the idea that obesity is about physical activity, not what you eat, the 
“physical activity diversion.” In 2013, to pick just one instance, Coca-Cola 
placed a full-page ad in the New York Times (May 8): “At Coca-Cola, we be-
lieve active lifestyles lead to happier lives. That’s why we are committed to 
creating awareness around choice and movement, to help people make the 
most informed decisions for themselves and their families.” The soda in-
dustry aimed its 2014 “Mixify” campaign at teenagers: “Balance what you 
eat and drink with what you do. That’s how you Mixify.”

Don’t get me wrong. I greatly favor physical activity for its substantial 
physiological, social, psychological, and health benefits, but, as I discuss 
in Chapter 17, it is much easier to overeat than it is to work off excess cal-
ories. That is why Coca-Cola’s 2013 video showing how effortless it is to 
burn off the 140 “happy calories” from a 12-ounce soft drink—75 seconds 
of laughing out loud, for example—elicited dismay if not outrage. Coca-
Cola marketers meant this approach to be amusing, but the commercial 
message was so far from the reality of calorie balance that several coun-
tries banned it.10
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Introduce and Promote “Better for You” Products

Business analysts view both Coca-Cola and PepsiCo as drivers of today’s 
burgeoning health-and-wellness market—referred to in the trade by the ab-
breviation HW. Both companies, they say, are taking initiatives to promote 
their HW profiles by expanding sales of existing HW products (e.g., Diet 
Coke and Diet Pepsi), developing new HW products (Coke Zero, Pepsi 
Max), and acquiring smaller companies that make HW carbonated drinks, 
HW juice, HW functional drinks, HW bottled water, and HW ready-to-drink 
teas. Better-for-you products, they say, make good business sense.11 Yes, but 
they make the best health sense when unsweetened.

Coca-Cola’s anti-obesity efforts. In May 2013, Coca-Cola used play-
book rhetoric to announce a new initiative, “Coming Together:” “Beating 
obesity will take all of us. . . . [A]s the world’s leading beverage company, we 
can play an important role by creating awareness around choice, helping 
consumers make the most informed decisions for themselves and their 
families, and by inspiring people everywhere to find the fun in movement.”12 
In that spirit, the company said, it would commit to the following actions in 
every country in which it does business:

 • Offer low- or no-calorie beverage options
 • Provide transparent nutrition information, featuring calories on the 

front of all packages
 • Help get people moving by supporting physical activity programs
 • Market responsibly, including no advertising to children under 12

In 2013, the Coca-Cola webpage prominently displayed this message: 
“Help us fight obesity.” A click on that statement sent readers to an info-
graphic explaining the company’s global commitments, and a dedicated 
website (www.comingtogether.com). A jazzy Coca-Cola cartoon video ad-
vertisement linked physical activity to happiness: if you are happy, you are 
moving; if you are moving, you are happy—and Coke makes you happy too. 
Another Coca-Cola video, “Coming Together,” explained that 180 of Coke’s 
650 beverage products were low in calories, and that the company had re-
duced the number of calories per serving in its overall beverage profile by 
22 percent. To public health advocates, these promises and claims were so 
far from the reality of Coca-Cola marketing practices that the Center for 

http://www.comingtogether.com
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Science in the Public Interest issued its own satirical version of the video 
with commentary, “Coming Together, Translated.”13

Business analysts also were dubious. In a case study of Coca-Cola’s 
communication strategies to deal with the obesity problem, they noted:

Coca-Cola’s major challenge is finding a balance between support-
ing anti-obesity efforts and selling products many claim contribute 
to the very issue Coca-Cola is taking efforts to eliminate. . . .  
[M]any perceive the company’s anti-obesity efforts as disingenuous 
attempts at damage control to keep sales up. Continuing to engage 
in discussions about scientific studies and Coca-Cola product nu-
trition will be essential in ensuring Coca-Cola is perceived as trans-
parent and genuinely concerned in consumers’ wellbeing, rather 
than simply concerned with profit. . . . By acknowledging the obe-
sity issue and spending millions of dollars on anti-obesity efforts, 
Coca-Cola is demonstrating corporate social responsibility—if not 
in its products, then at least in its community involvement. . . . The 
challenge is for Coca-Cola to find a way to be taken seriously as a 
player in anti-obesity efforts while simultaneously increasing sales 
and offering consumers the products they love.14

Advocates most definitely do perceive the company’s anti-obesity efforts as 
disingenuous and view profit as the determining motive for all of its ac-
tions. If companies fail to put profits first, they get into trouble, as PepsiCo’s 
HW efforts demonstrated.

PepsiCo’s ill-fated attempt to promote wellness. Although PepsiCo’s 
2013 SEC filing mentioned obesity only within the context of “health con-
cerns (whether or not valid) about our products,” the company’s CEO, 
Indra Nooyi, discussed obesity in her 2012 annual report: “Intensifying 
consumer and government focus on health and wellness is changing the 
relative growth trajectory of our categories and products. Consumers are 
clearly changing their habits, preferences and consumption patterns.”15 
Pepsi, she suggested, was responding to these changes in beverage prefer-
ences by making healthier products.

Revealingly, Pepsi groups its products into three categories: “Fun for 
You” (e.g., Pepsi, Mountain Dew, and other sugar-sweetened beverages), 
“Better for You” (Pepsi NEXT), and “Good for You” (Aquafina, Gatorade). 
Pepsi’s 2012 annual report said: “Importantly, we offer low- or zero-calorie 
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and smaller-portioned options, such as 8 ounce cans, for almost every drink 
we make. To further help our customers manage calories . . . we launched 
Pepsi NEXT, a game-changer in the cola category.” Pepsi NEXT, in the 
“Better for You” category, is a reduced-sugar version that contains 35 calo-
ries in 7.5 ounces. But is Gatorade really “good for you”? It still has half the 
sugar of Pepsi along with a few added electrolyte minerals.

PepsiCo tends to be more cautious than Coca-Cola when talking about 
obesity, perhaps because it got burned so badly when it did. In 2008, Pepsi at-
tempted to position itself as a wellness company. Fortune magazine celebrated 
this initiative with an admiring cover profile of the beautifully dressed Indra 
Nooyi: “The Pepsi Challenge: Can This Snack and Soda Giant Go Healthy?” 
Pepsi, Fortune noted, “was so early getting beyond soda pop and into the 
healthier, faster-growing noncarbonated beverages (bottled water, sports 
drinks, and teas) that it commands half the U.S. market . . . Not that PepsiCo is 
anywhere near becoming purely a health-food company, mind you. . . . But its 
acquisitions and product reformulations . . . indicate the strategic shift is more 
than show.”16 The cover quoted Nooyi: “If all you want is to get double-digit 
earnings growth and nothing else, than I’m the wrong person.”

An equally admiring New Yorker profile in 2011 had Nooyi insisting 
that taste was not a sufficient rationale for making products. Pepsi, she said, 
must also “aspire to higher values than the day-to-day business of making 
soft drinks and snacks.” Her long-term strategy: expand the nutrition port-
folio and increase the products in the “Good for You” category.17

It took just a year, however, for the business press to begin writing 
scathing stories about the failure of this strategy: Diet Coke had recently 
replaced Pepsi as the number two best-selling soft drink. The stories were 
accompanied by photographs of Nooyi that were noticeably unattractive. 
Indeed, the comparison to earlier photographs was so striking that I could 
predict how well PepsiCo’s stock was doing by how the press portrayed her. 
Investors charged that Pepsi’s health-and-wellness strategy amounted to 
public relations, not business reality, and insisted that the company refocus 
attention on its core product, full-sugar Pepsi. Nooyi assured critics that she 
had always been a fan of regular Pepsi: “I’m the only person who drinks 
blue-can Pepsi on this floor. . . . I drink blue-can Pepsi exclusively.”18 The ar-
ticles quoting her did not say how much Pepsi she drank, or how often.

By 2013, Pepsi’s renewed marketing investment in its sugary beverages 
had paid off. Earnings were up; calls for Nooyi’s resignation were down. She 
again looked stunning in press photographs. Nooyi, investment analysts 
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pointed out, “had taken a great deal of criticism for focusing on healthy 
products that took attention away from Pepsi’s older brands. The goals she 
laid out last year were a direct response to that, and she’s earned some 
breathing room. Provided, of course, that Pepsi continues at this clip.”19

For soda companies, this experience was an object lesson. You can pro-
mote health as much as you like, if and only if sales continue to grow by 
percentages that satisfy investors.

Self-Regulate Marketing to Children

As an example of how unrealistic it is to expect soda companies to address 
obesity voluntarily, consider self-regulation by industry of advertising to 
children. Under pressure from health advocates, the soda industry has 
pledged to restrict such marketing. Food and beverage companies prom-
ised to stop marketing in schools, to only market beverages that meet nu-
trition standards, and to adhere to self-established standards for use of 
licensed cartoon and other characters. They also say they will not market to 
children under age 12 anywhere. As the ABA explains, the soda industry 
wants to help educate children, provide them with nutritious beverage op-
tions, and give students a range of lower-calorie, smaller-portion beverage 
options.20 I talk about the extent to which soda companies actually meet 
these pledges in later chapters, but here I explain why soda industry self- 
regulation is not effective and unlikely to become effective.

Soda companies participated in development of the marketing guide-
lines developed by the Children’s Food and Beverage Advertising Initiative 
(CFBAI), a project of the Council of Better Business Bureaus. CFBAI guide-
lines are voluntary and place some restrictions on advertising sodas to chil-
dren under age 12. Coke and Pepsi were among the companies that agreed, 
among other things, to use at least half their child-directed advertising for 
promoting messages that encourage good nutrition or healthy lifestyles. 
From the start, child health advocates questioned the sincerity of the guide-
lines. Would food companies simply shift their marketing to venues not 
covered by the guidelines? Would anyone monitor progress to hold compa-
nies accountable for meeting their pledges?

Advocates had reason to be skeptical. Soda companies were using mul-
tiple methods to reach children with “drink soda” messages. If anything, the 
companies were increasing their marketing to children. As reported by the 
Yale Rudd Center in 2011:
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Even though children and teens should rarely, if ever, consume the 
sugary drinks and energy drinks analyzed in this report, beverage 
companies continue to market them aggressively in virtually every 
medium where young people spend their time: TV, radio, websites, 
social media, smartphones, local retailers, and community events. . . . 
Regular soda brands, including Coca-Cola, Dr Pepper, Pepsi, Mountain 
Dew, 7Up, and Sprite were consistently among the brands seen or 
heard most often by children and teens.21

In its 2014 update of this report, the Rudd Center found that companies had 
spent $866 million the previous year to advertise unhealthy drinks in all 
media, more than four times the amount they had spent to advertise 100 
percent juice and water. The report also observed that preschoolers were 
exposed to 39 percent more television ads for PepsiCo sugary drinks than 
in 2010, and children ages 6 to 11 were seeing 25 percent more. The increases 
were even more pronounced among Hispanic children.22 If soda companies 
are self-regulating marketing to children, they are not succeeding very well.

Create Coalitions to Promote the Reframed Messages

Soda companies were founding members of the Healthy Weight Commit-
ment Foundation, a “CEO-led coalition of over 230 organizations working 
together to help families and schools reduce obesity—especially childhood 
obesity—by 2015.” This group emerged in response to First Lady Michelle 
Obama’s Let’s Move! campaign to reduce childhood obesity within a gen-
eration. She is its honorary chair. The foundation made two notable com-
mitments. The first was to develop a “Together Counts” campaign to pro-
mote the advantages of family meals and physical activity. The second was 
to reduce production by 1.5 trillion calories annually by the end of 2015 by 
developing new reduced-calorie products and introducing smaller portion 
sizes. In 2013, the foundation announced that it had already achieved this 
goal, three years ahead of schedule.23 This sounds like a laudable accom-
plishment, but if my calculations are correct, it amounts to an average reduc-
tion of less than 15 calories per person per day, an amount hardly measurable 
on an individual basis.

Coca-Cola says it is proud to be a founding member of this organiza-
tion: “Partnerships like this reinforce that when we all work together we can 
create a greater impact to help reduce obesity, especially childhood obesity, 
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in society.” They could, but this partnership says and does nothing about 
adhering to nutrition standards for marketing to children. What the part-
nership does do is to keep Coca-Cola brands in the public eye, stave off reg-
ulation, and, by some accounts, improve the company’s bottom line. Lower-
calorie food and beverage products were said to have driven 82 percent of 
Coca-Cola’s sales growth in the United States during the five-year period 
ending in 2012.24

CAN SODA COMPANIES HELP SOLVE THE OBESITY PROBLEM?

Like all publicly traded corporations, soda companies are obliged to focus 
primarily on sales and growth targets. Even if they might like to, they cannot 
focus on health unless doing so promotes consistent corporate growth. For 
the soda industry, the proposed solutions to obesity cause irreconcilable 
conflicts. This book has more to say about industry “healthwashing” in 
Chapter  17. But now let’s turn to the soda industry’s second strategy for 
achieving corporate growth targets—selling to everyone, everywhere.



In a rational world, selling soft drinks ought to be a tough challenge. People 
do not need sodas for health, welfare, or safety. Soda marketing must, there-
fore, create demand for the products, build brand loyalty, and above all es-
tablish a social environment in which drinking sodas anytime, anywhere, 
often, and in large amounts is considered not only desirable but entirely 
normal. The best explanation I can find for the popularity of these drinks 
comes from, of all people, the pop artist Andy Warhol: “A Coke is a Coke 
and no amount of money can get you a better Coke than the one the bum 
on the corner is drinking. All the Cokes are the same and all the Cokes are 
good.”1 You and I can argue about how “good”—or how democratic—sodas 
might be, but Warhol was not referring to their health effects. He was 
talking about their marketing.

Marketing sodas as icons has a long history. Coca-Cola first advertised 
its bottled drinks in newspapers in 1902. Within just a few years the com-
pany was advertising widely in magazines and distributing enormous num-
bers of signs and novelty items marked with its logo—today’s highly prized 
collectibles.2 In response, sales grew.

The Great Depression of the 1930s forced nearly two thousand bottlers 
out of business, and soda sales fell by half. The industry had to come up 
with new marketing strategies. One was to introduce larger sizes but keep 
the price about the same. The original sodas came in 6.5-ounce bottles. In 
1939, Pepsi broke that tradition and introduced a 12-ounce bottle with its 
now classic jingle:3

9
Marketing Sugary Drinks

Seven Basic Principles
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Pepsi-Cola hits the spot,
Twelve full ounces, that’s a lot.
Twice as much for a nickel, too,
Pepsi-Cola is the drink for you.

By the 1920s, the principal elements of Coca-Cola’s advertising were well 
established. Marketing emphasized pleasure and sociability: “the pause that 
refreshes.” Advertisements depicted active, attractive, happy people enjoy-
ing the drink, often in nostalgic settings. One micromanaging executive in 
the 1930s issued precise rules: the name Coca-Cola was never to be split 
into two lines; paintings or color photographs must show brunettes rather 
than blondes; young women should always be depicted as wholesome, not 
sophisticated.4 Soda marketers modified these principles over time, but not 
by much. Today, Coke and Pepsi commercials still feature lively, attractive, 
and thin young people—although now of diverse ethnicities—having a 
wonderful time drinking sodas.

Did soda executives ever have second thoughts about the effects of their 
products on health? Once obesity became a recognizable problem, at least 
one did. In 2012, Todd Putman, a marketing executive for Coca-Cola from 
1997 to 2000, confessed regrets in a speech to food and public health advo-
cates: “It took me 10 years to figure out that I have a large karmic debt to pay 
for the number of Cokes I sold across this country.” The company, he said, 
cared about only one thing: “share of stomach.” “He was astonished,” he later 
told New York Times reporter Michael Moss, “by the ferociousness with 
which the company pursued customers . . . the marketing division’s efforts 
boiled down to one question: ‘How can we drive more ounces into more 
bodies more often?’ ”5 The soda industry did just that by following marketing 
principles that I am summarizing by grouping them into seven categories.

THE FIRST PRINCIPLE OF SODA MARKETING: ADVERTISE

In the mid-1980s, Roger Enrico, then president and CEO of PepsiCo, 
 explained how soda marketing works:

Americans don’t drink fifty gallons of soft drinks apiece each year be-
cause they have to. . . . [Y]ou choose soft drinks . . . because companies 
like Pepsi and people like me spend a great deal of time and energy 
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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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 websites, trade shows, supermarket product placements, or behind-the-scenes 
lobbying, litigation, partnerships, research support, or philanthropy. On 
average, the Big Soda companies spend about 5 cents just to advertise every 
gallon of Coke, Pepsi, or Dr Pepper.8 This may not sound like much, but it 
adds up quickly when gallons run into the billions annually (Figure 2.2).

Advertising Age also tracks where the marketing takes place—the media 
channels. Television continues to be the leading venue for soda advertising, 
with cable and Spanish-language TV attracting more dollars each year. Adver-
tising in newspapers is rare except for major announcements or defensive 
statements, as illustrated in later chapters. The companies still advertise in 
magazines, but not nearly as much as they used to. They also still advertise on 
billboards. And they continue to produce signs with brand logos for grocery 
stores, gas stations, fast-food restaurants, sports arenas, scoreboards, vending 
machines, schools, and any other place where they can be seen. A study in 
Philadelphia, for example, found that two-thirds of the city’s retailers displayed 
advertisements for sugary beverages. Its authors also observed impressive 
stacks of beverage packs near the entrances of 30 percent of retail stores and 
more than 40 percent of convenience stores, gas stations, and takeout restau-
rants. Coca-Cola works with retailers on how best to use such displays and 
considers them a critically important sales strategy, as illustrated in Figure 9.1.9

Figure 9.1 How Coca-Cola generates profits for retailers. The illustration is from a 
Coca-Cola slide presentation to the Food Marketing Institute in May 2007, explaining 
how to obtain the highest profits from soda sales. 
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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.
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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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THE FIFTH PRINCIPLE: USE MUSIC AND SPORTS CELEBRITIES

Celebrities help sell products, especially to young people. Pendergrast 
lists two more rules: “Use celebrity endorsements wisely—but sparingly” 
and “When you do use celebrities, use some local celebs.” Celebrities are 
effective in reaching fans, but they are especially effective in reaching 
target groups: the young and hip, teenagers, minorities, or even residents 
of specific parts of the country. Pepsi’s $50 million deal with the pop star 
Beyoncé and its arrangements with controversial hip-hop artists are ex-
amples (see Chapter 14). In 2013, Pepsi targeted customers in the neglected 
American heartland, the “flyover states,” for national ad campaigns fea-
turing country music singer Jason Aldean. As one commentator pointed 
out, the targeted areas are among those with the highest rates of obesity 
in the country: “Of course this is purely about market share, but in [a] 
time where soda makers are being routinely blamed for much of our na-
tion’s expanding seat-size, the sophisticated targeting of regions where 
obesity rates have already reached alarming rates is notable. That can’t be 
good news for those in frontline states like Missouri, Oklahoma, Texas or 
Michigan.”13

Sports celebrities perform two marketing functions: they influence 
fans, and they shift the focus to physical activity. Their endorsements 
imply that obesity is about what you do, not what you eat or drink. In 
2012, Coca-Cola signed the professional basketball player LeBron 
James to a $16 million, six-year endorsement deal, and Pepsi signed 
Robinson Cano, then a baseball player with the New York Yankees, and 
basketball player Kobe Bryant. Both Coca-Cola and PepsiCo invest 
heavily in sponsorship of international sports teams, as discussed in 
Chapter 18. Public health advocates note how frequently young people 
are exposed to advertising by professional athletes, who are almost 
always promoting energy-dense, nutrient-poor foods and beverages. 
Countries worldwide, they suggest, should implement policies restrict-
ing such advertising.14

From the standpoint of the soda industry, celebrity marketing is 
not only useful but essential. In a speech at a conference titled “Masters 
of Marketing,” Joseph Tripodi, the chief marketing officer of Coca-
Cola explained, “In our business you have to be constantly recruiting 
younger people into your franchise. . . . Otherwise you won’t have a busi-
ness long term. . . . Finding new ways to engage consumers presents a 
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particular opportunity for Coca-Cola and other companies as well. . . . It’s 
really important for us as a big global brand to lead culture, not just 
follow it.”15

THE SIXTH PRINCIPLE: KEEP PRICES LOW

Pendergrast lists three other rules for soda producers:

 • Sell a cheaply produced item.
 • Ensure that everyone who touches your product before it reaches 

the consumer makes substantial amounts of money.
 • Make your product affordable to everyone.

Sodas are famously profitable. Consumers buy bottled and canned drinks at 
about double their cost to the retailer, and fountain sodas make higher 
profits than anything else in the fast-food industry. Low soda prices are an 
incentive to buy, and higher prices discourage soda purchases—the ra-
tionale for the soda tax initiatives discussed in later chapters. Soda compa-
nies can offer products at low prices because the cost of the basic ingredients 
is so low. The water comes from municipal supplies, the cost of carbonation 
is trivial, and the most expensive ingredient is sugar or high-fructose corn 
syrup (HFCS). Bottles and cans add to the cost of production, which ex-
plains why Coca-Cola is so interested in promoting do-it-yourself Freestyle 
cartridges. These were in twenty thousand locations by 2014. Cost reduc-
tion also explains why Pepsi is pushing its do-it-yourself, thousand-choice 
Spire beverage machines.16

Cans and Bottles

In 2012, the Beverage Marketing Corporation said that the wholesale, nondis-
counted price of a 24-unit case of 12-ounce cans or bottles was $11.12, or 46 cents 
each.17 Based on my observations of the impossibly complex cost options at 
retail stores, this price seems implausibly high. Otherwise, soda companies 
would have to be selling cans and bottles at deep discounts, as I show in Table 9.5.

This bewildering array of price options is only for 12-ounce sizes. The 
prices of other sizes are equally bewildering. It is also bewilderingly difficult 
to obtain this information. Many stores do not keep shelf labels up to date 
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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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comparisons so difficult on purpose? And what about Walmart? The low 
price of its six-packs of cans could be because that particular item was a loss 
leader to entice people into the store, but Walmart’s massive buying power 
is also a consideration. Its sales volume allows it to force the lowest possible 
prices from its suppliers. The much smaller supermarket chain Wegmans 
must have a similar arrangement. The low-priced Coke six-pack in  Wegmans 
was on special that day, but I would have had to buy five of them to get that 
price. Beyond occasions when stores offer loss leaders, I have a hard time 
believing that any store loses money on sodas given the vast amount of 
supermarket floor and shelf space they occupy.18

Mexican Coca-Cola

Although I did not list it in the table, I must mention one other 12-ounce 
Coca-Cola: “hecho in Mexico.” In 2013, I began seeing Mexican Coke sold in 
U.S. drugstores, liquor stores, and bodegas, always at premium prices—an 
impressive $1.69 at a Wegmans and an even more impressive $2.99 at a drug-
store, for just one 12-ounce bottle. They get away with this because Mexican 
Coke comes with an aura of hipster appeal. It is imported and, ostensibly, 
made with sugar (sucrose) rather than HFCS. I use “ostensibly” because 
Mexican Coca-Cola has been made with varying proportions of HFCS for 
some time now, but you cannot tell this from the labels. Imported products 
are supposed to carry FDA-authorized Nutrition Facts labels, but some of 
the bottles I’ve seen do not. A bottle of Mexican Coke from a Brooklyn 

Figure 9.2 Soda signs, New Hampshire gas station, 2012. This station offered two 
2-liter bottles—4 liters—of Coca-Cola for $3 in late 2012, but sold 2 liters of Diet Pepsi 
or Mountain Dew for the same price. Photo by author.
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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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nity. Coca-Cola, for example, supports groups such as the Point Foundation, 
which raises funds for LGBT student scholarships. Soda industry donations 
to this community sometimes pay off handsomely. During the 2014 election 
campaign to tax sodas in San Francisco (see Chapter  27), the American 
Beverage Association (ABA) contributed $45,000 to the Harvey Milk LGBT 
Democratic Club. The money was well spent. The club publicly opposed 
the tax and endorsed the ABA’s anti-tax (“No on E”) television advertise-
ments—in English and Spanish.21

The industry’s relationships with this community, however, do not 
always go so smoothly. In 2013, soon after the Russian government passed a 
law banning pro-LGBT statements in public or private, the U.S. advocacy 
group Queer Nation organized a protest against Coca-Cola’s sponsorship of 
the Winter Olympic Games in Sochi (Figure 9.4).22

The Sochi protesters created a parody of a Coca-Cola commercial 
showing LGBT demonstrators forcibly carried off by Russian police. In re-
sponse, Coca-Cola created the “It’s Beautiful” ad, in which people throughout 
the world, among them a gay Jewish couple, sing “America the Beautiful” in 
a variety of foreign languages. This may have pleased the gay community, 
but the ad, shown during the 2014 Super Bowl, caused a furor among con-
servative Americans distressed that the lyrics were in languages other than 
English.23

Figure 9.4 Queer Nation poster announcing a demonstration in New York City to 
protest Coca-Cola’s sponsorship of the Olympic Games in Russia, 2014. This LGBT 
advocacy group was objecting to the company’s support of the Games in a country 
whose leadership had just enacted an anti-LGBT law. 
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Then Coca-Cola further offended the LGBT community by editing out 
a gay marriage scene from one of its international commercials. This video 
featured, among other happy or amusing occasions, a wedding between two 
young men. Although the ad was aired in several countries, Coke’s market-
ers deleted that scene from the version shown in predominantly Catholic 
Ireland and instead substituted a clip with an interracial couple. Gay mar-
riage is not legal in Ireland, Coke explained.24 But by 2015, it was.

Coca-Cola points out that it has been named one of the ten most-
diverse companies for twelve consecutive years, has been honored by the 
Human Rights Campaign as the best place to work for eight straight years, 
and has won numerous other awards for its diversity efforts. PepsiCo scored 
100 percent in the 2014 Corporate Equality Index, earning a designation 
as one of the “Best Places to Work for LGBT Equality,” perhaps because of 
its titanium-level ($80,000) donation to the fifteenth annual Out & Equal 
Workplace Summit.25 These gifts may support sexual diversity but, as the 
Harvey Milk LGBT Democratic Club episode illustrates, they also promote 
the soda industry’s agenda.



Targeting Children





In the summer of 2013, First Lady Michelle Obama addressed the annual 
conference of the National Council of La Raza, a meeting sponsored in part 
by Coca-Cola and PepsiCo. Both companies had long supported Hispanic 
organizations, a topic I discuss further in Chapter 14. Mrs. Obama called on 
participants to reclaim the health of their children:

And that starts by using our power as consumers to hold compa-
nies responsible for the food they make and how they market it to 
our kids. In 2008 alone, companies spent well over half a billion 
dollars on food, beverage and restaurant ads in Latino media mar-
kets—many of them for unhealthy products. And those of us with 
kids who have seen our kids begging and pleading for something 
they saw on TV, we know just how persuasive these ads can be. So 
we all know that the food industry has some serious work to do 
when it comes to how they market food to our kids.1

This was not the first time the First Lady had expressed concern about the ef-
fects of food marketing on children’s diets and health. Soon after launching 
Let’s Move! in 2010, she admonished the Grocery Manufacturers Association 
“to entirely rethink the products that you’re offering, the information that you 
provide about these products, and how you market those products to our chil-
dren . . . This isn’t about finding creative ways to market products as healthy.”2

In such remarks, the First Lady did not refer to sodas. Her campaign’s 
most notable contribution to the soda debate was the statement accompanying 
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the 2011 release of the USDA’s MyPlate food guide: “Drink water instead of 
sugary drinks.” But she had plenty of reason to be concerned about the ef-
fects of food and beverage marketing on children. Promoting foods and 
drinks to adults may be fair game. After all, adults are supposed to be able to 
distinguish sales pitches from other kinds of information. We can argue 
about how well most of us can make this distinction, but there is no question 
that young children cannot, leaving them especially vulnerable to adver-
tising messages. Research demonstrates without question that marketing 
induces children to prefer advertised products, pester their parents to buy 
them, and eat or drink advertised products. It is especially effective with low-
income and minority children. Since most such marketing is for sodas and 
junk foods, it stands in direct competition with the goals of public health.3

Marketing also targets parents effectively. In the 1990s, for example, soda 
companies licensed their brands to be placed on infant feeding bottles such 
as those illustrated in Figure  10.1. A study demonstrated that parents who 
bought these bottles were four times more likely to fill them with soda than 
those who used regular bottles. Complaints from nutrition advocates and 
unfavorable publicity forced the manufacturer to stop making them. Another 
example: children fed identical foods packaged with either McDonald’s labels 
or unbranded labels say that they greatly prefer the McDonald’s foods.4 And 
recall from Chapter 1 that children who insist they prefer Coke or Pepsi over 
a store brand of soda cannot tell the difference in blind taste tests.

Figure 10.1 Soda logos on infant feeding bottles produced by the Munchkin Bottling 
Company, Los Angeles, California, mid-1990s. When researchers found the bottles to 
be four times more likely to be filled with soda than bottles without soda company 
logos, protests from child health advocates convinced Munchkin to stop making them. 
Photo courtesy of Dr. Kelly Brownell.
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TELEVISION: THE QUICKEST AND MOST EFFECTIVE ROUTE  
TO REACHING KIDS

In 2005, the Institute of Medicine (IOM) issued a report, Marketing to Chil-
dren and Youth: Threat or Opportunity. Among its other contributions, this 
report summarized research on the effects of televised food and beverage 
commercials on children. Food advertising, the IOM found, induces chil-
dren to recognize and prefer brands, to pester parents to buy advertised 
brands, and to believe they are supposed to be choosing branded foods. TV 
commercials strongly influence children’s desire for food products, their 
requests for marketed products, and their overall diets. Children, the IOM 
said, are the primary focus of many marketing initiatives, most of which 
focus on foods of poor nutritional quality. The IOM’s tough conclusion: 
food marketing undermines parental authority, poses a direct threat to the 
health of America’s children, and should be curtailed.

Despite this report, soda commercials on television continue to be 
rampant. Prior to industry pledges to stop marketing to children under age 
12, about 10 percent of commercials on kids’ Saturday morning television 
programs were for sugary drinks of one kind or another. Then, children 
viewed most soda commercials on television programs aimed at adults. 
They still do. Not all children drink soda and not all watch television, but 
children who are soda drinkers are more likely to be television watchers. 
Soda drinking is so closely linked to watching television that its consump-
tion can be predicted by formula: the probability that children will consume 
sodas up to three times per week rises by 50 percent for every hour a day 
they watch television, and by 60 percent if they are watching commercials.5

To put this finding another way: for every one hundred soda commer-
cials watched on television, a child’s soda consumption increases by 10 per-
cent. Furthermore, soda-drinking children who watch television are more 
likely to be obese, and not just because the activity is sedentary. Watching 
commercials for sodas is independently associated with obesity as well as 
with drinking sodas.6

By 2011, the American Academy of Pediatrics judged such evidence so 
compelling that it called for a ban on junk-food advertising during chil-
dren’s television hours. The academy urged pediatricians to ask two ques-
tions about media use at every office visit: How much time do children 
spend in front of a screen each day? Is a TV set or Internet connection in 
the child’s bedroom? Pediatricians want parents to understand that the first 
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line of defense against obesity-promoting marketing is to reduce TV hours 
and keep media out of kids’ rooms.7

DIGITAL MEDIA: THE NEW MARKETING FRONTIER

The 2005 IOM report focused on television advertising, largely because 
most marketing to children then took place on television. It still does. But 
soda marketers increasingly use digital media to reach children and expose 
them to food and beverage advertisements on popular websites. Most (but 
by no means all) digital marketing is aimed at teenagers—“fishing where 
the fish are,” as marketers like to put it. The aim of digital marketing is to 
engage media-savvy teens through personalized, targeted messages that en-
courage them to feel part of a peer community centered on the brand. Soda 
companies use Facebook, Twitter, YouTube, games, and phone apps to 
reach teenagers, track their use of these media, and use the tracking in-
formation as the basis for refining the marketing methods.8

Digital marketing is more difficult for kids to recognize as advertising, 
particularly because it is interactive and delivered online or through mobile 
devices. It aims to get kids to share commercial messages with their friends 
without noticing that they have just become part of the marketing process. 
In 2013, investigators from the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, 
alarmed that teenagers with high media exposure were more likely to drink 
sodas and less likely to drink water or milk, urged limits on exposure to 
electronic media. Such limits, they said, should be part of efforts to reduce 
soda intake among adolescents.9

SODA MARKETING TO KIDS: THE FINANCIAL INVESTMENT

In 2008, the Federal Trade Commission (FTC) attempted to find out how 
much money food and beverage companies were spending on marketing 
to children. This was a challenge. Companies consider spending data to be 
proprietary, and the FTC had to resort to using “compulsory process orders” 
(translation: subpoenas) to obtain the information from forty-four leading 
food and beverage companies. Adding up the data that it managed to ex-
tract from these companies, the FTC concluded that they spent $1.6 billion 
in total to market foods and beverages to children and adolescents. Of that 



 Starting Early 137

amount, more than half—$870 million—was spent on marketing to chil-
dren under age 12.10

Soda company spending accounted for 30 percent of this amount—the 
largest single category. But in contrast to the practices of most other food 
companies, soda companies only buy television commercials that target 
teenagers. The companies have pledged not to market directly to children 
under the age of 12. The word directly, however, leaves much room for inter-
pretation. But before we get to that interpretation, let’s finish up the ques-
tion of how much money is involved.

In 2012, the FTC published a follow-up report, this time based on sub-
poenas to forty-eight companies. Collectively, these reported spending $1.79 
billion on kids’ television marketing, again with half of it aimed at children 
under age 12, and again with no soda industry contributions to that half. Soda 
companies reported spending less on television advertising to children than 
they did in the past—a drop from $492 million in 2006 to $395 million in 
2011—presumably reflecting the withdrawal of ads from programs aimed at 
young children. Yes, soda companies reduced expenditures for television 
commercials, but they are now spending more on digital marketing.11

Food companies have every incentive to spend fortunes on marketing to 
children. It works. And in the absence of advocacy to curtail such marketing, 
they have no disincentive. As I explain in Chapter 11, U.S. attempts to regu-
late marketing to children run up against claims of First Amendment protec-
tion. Furthermore, the government considers marketing expenses of any kind 
to be legitimate business expenses and fully deductible from annual corporate 
income taxes. It is one of the great ironies of federal health policy that tax 
policies reward soda companies—and alcohol, cigarette, and junk-food com-
panies—with tax write-offs for advertising to children as well as to adults.12

HOW MUCH SODA ADVERTISING DO CHILDREN SEE?

In 2010, the Rudd Center for Food Policy and Obesity surveyed the extent of 
television advertisements, product placements, and Internet marketing for 
sugary drinks aimed specifically at children. It identified the leading adver-
tiser to children, accounting for 26.6 percent of the exposure, as Kraft Foods, 
the maker of Capri Sun and Kool-Aid drinks. Coca-Cola came next, at 24.8 
percent; PepsiCo was fourth, at 13.7 percent (for all of its sugar-sweetened 
drinks); and Dr Pepper Snapple was fifth, at 10.2 percent. Innovation 
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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.
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to do penance for his years at Coca-Cola. Dunn said he had achieved “peace 
of mind . . . by simply not thinking about what he sold.”

I suspect that cynicism has long been an integral part of the job de-
scriptions of soda company executives. In 1975, the political reporter Robert 
Scheer wrote a piece for Esquire about Pepsi’s international marketing ad-
ventures based on interviews with, among others, Donald Kendall, the 
company’s CEO from 1971 to 1986. “Most of the executives I talked to,” 
Scheer wrote, “including Kendall, said that they had required their own 
children to drink milk and not spoil their appetites before dinner on Pepsi, 
while at the same time they were out in the world conning kids who didn’t 
get milk to hustle up their quarters for a cola.”14

Translation: “Directly”

I emphasized “directly” in Putman’s statement because the word deserves 
scrutiny. In marketing terms, direct means television, radio, print, and Inter-
net commercials paid for through advertising agencies. Since companies 
know how much they pay to advertising agencies, direct advertising is meas-
urable. But soda companies use many other forms of marketing that are not 
managed by advertising agencies. These include trade shows and product 
placements in supermarkets, but also forms that might particularly appeal to 
children: toys and games, product placements on television programs, movie 
tie-ins, cross-promotion licenses, athletic sponsorships, celebrity endorse-
ments, T-shirts and other giveaways, and digital media such as Facebook, 
Twitter, and apps of one kind or another. Do soda companies use such meth-
ods? They do, but the amount of money spent on them is not easily tracked.

Translation: “Not Below 12”

The meaning of “not below age 12” also deserves scrutiny. As early as the 
1930s, Coca-Cola deliberately excluded children under the age of 12 from 
advertisements. But even then, the company produced vast numbers of 
items attractive to young children—toys and school materials, for example. 
As I discuss in Chapter 11, both the Coke and Pepsi websites list “responsible 
marketing” policies that preclude direct marketing to children under age 12. 
These policies state that the companies do not buy advertising on programs 
for which more than 35 percent of the viewers are children under age 12. This 
pledge covers paid advertising on television, on radio, and in print and, as 
Coca-Cola puts it, “where data is available, Internet and mobile phones.”
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Beyond the ambiguities associated with “direct” and “where data is avail-
able,” the age and audience limits also leave lots of wiggle room. It makes no 
sense to think that one day after their twelfth birthdays children will be 
watching different programs than they did the day before. The Rudd Center 
illustrates this point in Figure 10.3. The “35 percent” rule also raises ques-
tions. The only television programs aimed primarily at children are cartoons 
and those on kids’ TV channels. It is a sign of progress that soda companies 
no longer buy commercials during those programs. But many television pro-
grams aimed at adults, families, and older children are watched by younger 
children, and even very young children watch as many televised food adver-
tisements as do older children. In 2014, the Rudd Center reported that food 
and beverage advertising to children under age 12 had increased by 8 percent 
on television since 2007.15

Putman’s comments suggest that he believes Coca-Cola adheres to its 
promises not to market directly to children under age 12. I am willing to grant 
that neither Coke nor Pepsi buys media ads aimed specifically at preteens. 
But it seems obvious that the lines blur between advertising aimed at children 
older or younger than age 12, and between direct and indirect marketing. It is 
not difficult to observe such blurring in soda commercials. A 2013 Coca-Cola 

Figure 10.3 Food industry promises not to market to children screech to a stop on 
their twelfth birthdays. This illustration by Patrick Mustain comments on the absurdity 
of age cutoff points for marketing to children. Courtesy of the Rudd Center for Food 
Policy and Obesity, formerly at Yale University and since 2015 at the University of 
Connecticut.
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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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Some of the methods listed in Table 10.1 exist in a gray area not always 
recognizable as marketing. Pepsi’s “Live for Now” and Coke’s “World of AHH” 
campaigns obviously aim to engage teenagers. The “Share-a-Coke” cam-
paign appeals to people of any age who like to see their names in print, and 
might encourage young children to ask for their own Cokes or those labeled 
“Mama” or “Papa.” But Coca-Cola’s sponsorship of community or sports 
events can appear as generous philanthropy, not advertising. When a tennis 
champion wears a Coca-Cola T-shirt or an American Idol judge drinks a 
Coke, they appear to be having fun, not marketing sugary drinks. Coca-
Cola admitted its true motives when it withdrew its sponsorship of the au-
dience-losing American Idol late in 2014, saying that it needed to pursue 
other ways to “connect with teens and leverage music as a passion point.” 
Many child health advocates believe that these methods, while ostensibly 
aimed at teens or adults, encourage children younger than 12 to want Coke 
or Pepsi. If nothing else, soda companies have created a marketing environ-
ment in which ads for these drinks are so ubiquitous that they appear as 
normal, socially acceptable, and generally unnoticed features in the land-
scape surrounding American childhood.17



For more than forty years, advocates have attempted—without success—to 
induce the federal government to set limits on the marketing of sodas and 
other junk foods to children. Throughout this history, the soda and other 
food industries systematically and effectively opposed these attempts, even 
going so far as to defeat efforts to set voluntary nutrition standards for prod-
ucts that could be marketed to children. These industries much prefer 
self-regulation, not least to demonstrate that government intervention is 
unnecessary. As advocates have repeatedly demonstrated, although volun-
tary self-regulation may reduce the visible, quantifiable marketing to chil-
dren directly paid for through advertising agencies, it freely permits food 
and beverage companies to promote their products “under the radar” 
through other means.1 Regulations, advocates insist, are essential to protect 
children from the harm caused by food marketing.

Let’s begin this account in 1970 when a group called Action for Chil-
dren’s Television, concerned that television commercials were having too 
great an influence on children’s food preferences, petitioned the Federal 
Communications Commission (FCC) to ban advertising during children’s 
programming. The FCC denied the petition. Without advertising, it said, 
children’s television programs could not exist. This decision meant that 
business needs would take precedence over children’s health. Even so, the 
advertising, food, and beverage industries could see that calls for restric-
tions on television advertising were sure to continue. To head off any chance 
that Congress might intervene, they created the Children’s Advertising 
Review Unit (CARU) to develop an industry-wide program for self-regulation. 
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Since then, CARU has repeatedly issued guidelines for marketing self- 
regulation. These are voluntary, and advocates have no trouble finding ex-
amples of evasions and violations (see, for example, the items listed in 
Table 10.1).2

The Federal Trade Commission (FTC), the agency responsible for 
regulating advertising, entered the fray in 1978. In an act of what in today’s 
political climate seems like either hubris or political naiveté, the FTC em-
barked on what the agency later viewed as a “well-intentioned, but ill-fated 
regulatory venture,” known then and now as “KidVid,” slang for “kids’ video.” 
The FTC’s tough proposals were to ban television advertising to children 
under age 8, and also to ban advertising of sugary foods, including sodas, to 
children of any age. The response of the food, beverage, advertising, and 
television industries was, to understate the matter, vehement. Industry lob-
byists induced Congress to hold hearings that ended up subjecting the 
FTC to merciless ridicule. Congress enacted a bill—the ironically named 
FTC Improvement Act of 1980—to remove the agency’s authority to regu-
late unfair advertising to children. For the next three decades, the thor-
oughly traumatized FTC refused to even consider limits on food marketing 
to children. As one former director of the FTC explained in 2004, “Although 
the idea of banning certain kinds of advertisements may offer a superficial 
appeal . . . it is neither a workable nor an efficacious solution to the health 
problem of childhood obesity. The Federal Trade Commission has traveled 
down this road before. It is not a journey that anyone at the Commission 
cares to repeat.”3

To advocates, KidVid taught harsh lessons. Federal agencies, no matter 
how well-meaning, would not be able to stand up to industry lobbying of a 
Congress more concerned about the health of corporations than that of 
children. Advocates had to recognize the overwhelming political power of 
industries that profited from marketing food and drinks to children and the 
willingness of such industries to go to any lengths to protect their mar-
keting “rights.” It would be unrealistic of advocates to expect such indus-
tries to act on behalf of kids’ health if profits were at stake.4

But during those next three decades, childhood obesity emerged as a 
health issue of increasing public concern. In 2005, the Institute of Medicine 
(IOM) produced its landmark report on food marketing to children, dem-
onstrating clear effects on children’s food preferences, demands, eating 
habits, and body weight. On this basis, the IOM called on the FTC to revisit the 
idea of limits. Indeed, it issued an “or else” warning: either food companies 
must voluntarily self-regulate their marketing practices within two years or 
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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
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The food industry overall could do substantially more to limit 
[children’s] exposure to foods with minimal nutritional value. . . .  
[G]uidelines for advertising and marketing of foods and beverages 
must be finalized, and the industry should be encouraged to im-
plement these guidelines on a voluntary basis. If voluntary adop-
tion is not effective . . . these guidelines should be made mandatory 
and . . . the Federal Trade Commission should have the authority 
and the resources to monitor and enforce compliance.7

This statement echoed the “or else” admonition of the 2005 IOM commit-
tee. Soon after Obama took office, the congressionally mandated IWG, 
composed of representatives of four federal agencies—the FTC, FDA, 
USDA, and CDC—began its work. It published preliminary standards late 
in 2009. These standards, among others, included limits on the amounts 
of salt and sugar in food products that could be marketed to children up to 
age 17.

Even though the standards were voluntary, they scared food compa-
nies. They would preclude the marketing of the most highly profitable 
products—sodas, snack foods, sweetened cereals, and other foods of poor 
nutritional quality—even to teenagers. Uproar ensued, again revealing the 
extent of the food industry’s investment in selling junk foods to kids. Com-
panies and trade associations spent millions lobbying against the voluntary 
standards. They also created a “grassroots” organization, the Sensible Food 
Policy Coalition, to lobby for them. The IWG standards, they said, were an 
assault on First Amendment protections of commercial speech.8

At the time, I was not concerned about the uproar because the Obama 
administration still appeared to be backing the IWG report. In 2010, the 
White House Task Force on Childhood Obesity released a report setting the 
agenda for Michelle Obama’s Let’s Move! campaign. The task force noted 
that four conditions were necessary for meaningful improvement in in-
dustry self-regulation: (1) self-regulatory groups must adopt uniform nutri-
tion standards, (2) voluntary reform must create a level playing field for 
industry, (3) self-regulation must apply to all forms of marketing, and 
(4)  food companies must be presented with sufficient reasons to comply. 
On this last point, the report added: “The prospect of regulation or legisla-
tion has often served as a catalyst for driving meaningful reform in other 
industries and may do so in the context of food marketing as well.”9 This 
marked the third time that regulation had been invoked as a threat.
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In the meantime, food companies were putting increasing effort into 
blocking this initiative. They induced Congress to hold hearings on the 
IWG guidelines in 2011. Internal staff memos revealed that the hearings 
were meant to be critical of the FTC. Indeed, Republican legislators com-
plained that the guidelines reflected actions of Big Brother government, 
and rather than focusing on marketing, the IWG ought to be emphasizing 
physical activity. Faced with what seemed like overwhelming opposition, 
the FTC backed down. According to one account, FTC official David 
Vladeck ”nearly wore himself out repeating that the guidelines were volun-
tary and had no force of law.”10 The agencies, Vladeck conceded, would 
abandon guidelines for children older than 11 years, would not restrict car-
toons and licensed characters on food packages, and would allow mar-
keting of the unhealthier foods at fund-raisers and sporting events.

FTC staff has determined that, with the exception of certain in-
school marketing activities, it is not necessary to encompass ado-
lescents ages 12 to 17 within the scope of covered marketing. . . .  
In addition, the FTC staff believes that philanthropic activities, 
charitable events, community programs, entertainment and sporting 
events, and theme parks are, for the most part, directed to families 
or the general community and do not warrant inclusion with more 
specifically child-directed marketing. Moreover, it would be coun-
terproductive to discourage food company sponsorship of these 
activities to the extent that many benefit children’s health by pro-
moting physical activity. Finally, the Commission staff does not 
contemplate recommending that food companies change the trade 
dress elements of their packaging or remove brand equity char-
acters from food products that don’t meet nutrition recommen-
dations.11

Where was the Obama White House while all this was happening? Nei-
ther the president nor the First Lady issued statements in support of the 
IWG report, perhaps because the president had to stand for reelection the 
 following year and wanted to avoid all unnecessary controversy. Rumors 
circulated that the White House not only had withdrawn support for the 
IWG report but also was pressing the FTC to back off.12 By the end of 2011, 
industry lobbyists had induced Congress to insert language in an appro-
priations act requiring the FTC to prove in advance that the benefits of 
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voluntary nutrition standards would exceed their cost. That action effec-
tively killed the IWG initiative.

In 2013, the IOM issued a follow-up to its 2005 report on food mar-
keting to children. Although health groups such as the American Academy 
of Pediatrics continued to press for regulations, the IOM recognized the 
low level of political support for restrictions on food marketing, even to chil-
dren. Given the political realities, the IOM concluded that self- regulation 
was the only viable option. But, it said, in an almost verbatim repeat of its 
2005 threat—the fourth time we have heard this—if voluntary efforts were 
not able to shift marketing away from unhealthy foods and beverages, 
“Congress should enact legislation mandating the shift on both broadcast 
and cable television.” Limiting food and beverage marketing, the IOM in-
sisted, is “a public health priority of the highest order.”13 Perhaps, but with a 
Congress unwilling to stand up for children’s health, such “or else” threats 
are meaningless—as food companies by now are well aware.

ADVOCATE: REGULATE SODA AND JUNK FOOD MARKETING  
TO CHILDREN

If you are troubled by the idea that food companies can market their products 
to children indiscriminately and with little regard for health consequences, 
you can inform yourself of the issues and the rationale for regulation, join 
the debate, consider engaging in advocacy, and join or support organiza-
tions engaged in such advocacy.

Understand the Issue

For the food and beverage industries, marketing to children is the line 
drawn in the sand. They cannot risk profits by allowing such marketing to 
be regulated. Soda companies are willing to embrace self-regulation, per-
haps because they know they can find ways around it. But the rationale for 
federal regulation of soda marketing to children is strongly established.

 • Young people are unusually vulnerable to marketing.
 • Marketing is unusually effective with children.
 • Electronic marketing is not viewed by children as marketing.
 • Children are especially influenced by celebrity endorsements.
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 • 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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Take Action

Given the strong political opposition to these efforts, American advocates 
for children’s health are limited in what they can do to achieve more respon-
sible advertising in general, and elimination of soda and junk food marketing 
aimed at children in particular. While waiting for more responsible leader-
ship in Congress, advocates can work toward intermediate, incremental goals 
that may lead to measurable benefits.

Hold Soda Companies Accountable for Self-Regulation
Industry self-regulation has led to some changes in marketing practices, but 
not nearly enough. Recent self-regulatory efforts began in 2008. In response 
to rising concerns about the effects of food marketing on childhood obesity 
and the “or else” threats of regulation, the International Council of Beverage 
Associations (ICBA) published guidelines on marketing to children. Com-
panies belonging to its member associations—the American Beverage As-
sociation (ABA), for example—must promise not to pay for advertising in 
any media aimed at audiences in which 50 percent or more of viewers are 
children under the age of 12. This promise applies to advertising on TV, 
radio, print, Internet, phone messages, and film, including product place-
ments.14 These sound like impressive restrictions, but they do not apply to 
all of the other forms of marketing used by soda companies—toys, games, 
social media, and digital methods, for example.

In November 2009, Coke and Pepsi hired Accenture Media Manage-
ment to evaluate their adherence to the ICBA guidelines. The Accenture 
study reported that the two companies paying for the study were 96 percent 
in compliance with the guideline on television marketing, and 100 percent in 
compliance on print and Internet media. By 2012, Accenture reported that, 
worldwide, both soda companies were 99 percent in compliance with the 
television guideline.15

Since then, both Coke and Pepsi have posted notices on their websites 
announcing voluntary reductions of the 50 percent kids-in-the-audience 
cutoff point to 35 percent, everywhere in the world. Figure 11.1 shows Coca-
Cola’s Global Responsible Marketing policy for eliminating direct adver-
tising to children under age 12.

Advocacy groups tracking progress on marketing promises generally 
agree that soda companies are in fairly good compliance with their own 
stated policies—the letter of the law. But the loopholes allow other ways of 
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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.
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 obesity. They also have published interpretations of the First Amendment 
based on psychological research demonstrating how badly children are 
misled and harmed by food advertising. In their view, because the FTC 
regulates cigarette advertising to children, it can also regulate food adver-
tising. On this basis, they continue to urge the FTC to use its constitutional 
authority to limit food marketing to children. Other legal advocates point 
out that the First Amendment protects free speech but does not protect 
 deceptive free speech. Digital marketing in particular, they say, raises issues 
of deception. It violates children’s privacy by disguising advertising as en-
tertainment. It also does so by using packaging that requires children to 
obtain a code or provide personal information to gain access to online con-
tent, loyalty points, games, or premiums.17

Use Legislative Approaches
In 2013, Rep. Rosa De Lauro (D-Conn.) introduced a bill to close the loop-
hole in the tax code that permits deductions for advertising expenses. Her 
bill would eliminate tax deductions for children’s marketing intended to 
promote foods of poor nutritional quality. It also would disallow other ex-
penses related to such marketing, including travel, gifts, promotional items, 
packaging, movie placements, loyalty programs, and celebrity endorse-
ments. “Taxpayers,” she said, “should not continue to subsidize a tax loop-
hole that allows companies to deduct expenses for marketing unhealthy 
foods to kids.”18 By children, she meant anyone age 17 or under. Although 
her bill did not even get discussed, let alone pass, it brought the issue to 
public attention. Such bills will undoubtedly be introduced again.

Hold International Public Health Agencies Accountable
In 2010, the World Health Organization (WHO) issued recommendations 
on marketing to children.

Given that the effectiveness of marketing is a function of exposure 
and power, the overall policy objective should be to reduce both 
the exposure of children to, and power of, marketing of foods high 
in saturated fats, trans-fatty acids, free sugars, or salt. . . . Settings 
where children gather should be free from all forms of marketing 
of foods high in saturated fats, trans-fatty acids, free sugars, or salt. 
Such settings include, but are not limited to, nurseries, schools, 
school grounds and pre-school centres, playgrounds, family and 
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child clinics and paediatric services and during any sporting and 
cultural activities that are held on these premises.19

Advocates can encourage WHO’s work with member nations to imple-
ment such recommendations, monitor international compliance by issuing 
reports on a regular basis, and encourage WHO’s donors to support such 
actions.

Join the Campaigns

A good place to start is with CSPI’s Food Marketing Workgroup (www 
.foodmarketing.org), a coalition of more than two hundred organizations 
and experts aimed at eliminating harmful food marketing to children and 
other vulnerable groups. The workgroup actively identifies, investigates, 
and advocates changes to unhealthful marketing practices. Appendix 1 lists 
it and other advocacy organizations working on this issue.

http://www.foodmarketing.org
http://www.foodmarketing.org


Whereas advocates for banning soda marketing to children seem stuck 
with industry self-regulation, those working to remove sodas from schools 
have done better—although it took half a century to make real progress. 
From the 1960s on, advocates for children’s health repeatedly petitioned the 
USDA to remove sodas from schools, at first to encourage schools to set 
higher nutrition standards and later as a measure to prevent obesity. Today, 
advocates joined by no less than the First Lady of the United States suc-
ceeded in banning full-sugar sodas from schools during class hours—in 
theory if not always in practice. But the soda industry also succeeded in 
protecting some of its interests. It salvaged loopholes that allow sodas to be 
offered at sports and other special events, and it kept vending machines in 
the schools. It also used its political clout to generate substantial opposition 
to the USDA’s school nutrition standards.

As a reminder, the value of removing sodas from schools is well estab-
lished. Research increasingly supports the benefits of healthier school food 
environments. Children in states with more restrictive school nutrition 
standards do not compensate by drinking more soda outside of school and 
are not as obese. Such benefits are even greater for low-income children.1

Since the 1960s, Congress has viewed sodas as “foods of minimal nutri-
tional value” (a polite euphemism for junk foods), sold in competition with 
school meals. Kids who buy sodas, candies, snacks, and other “competitive” 
foods from à la carte lines or vending machines are less likely to participate 
in school meal programs run by the U.S. Department of Agriculture (USDA). 
The USDA, not the Department of Education, is in charge of school meals. 

12
Advocacy

Getting Sodas Out of Schools
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Unlike most other school programs, these meals are required to have sepa-
rate budgets and in some schools are expected to be entirely self-supporting.2 
The USDA reimburses schools for the cost of the breakfasts and lunches 
based on the number of students who actually take meals produced ac-
cording to its requirements. If more students take the authorized meals, the 
schools get more money from federal reimbursements to prepare and serve 
them. School districts in wealthy areas may supplement costs, but in poor 
districts the federal reimbursements are often the only source of school 
meal funding.

Competitive foods not only set a poor example to students but also un-
dermine the financial viability of school food service operations, especially 
when these operations subsidize sales of sodas and snacks, which some do. 
This is a particularly difficult problem in low-income communities, where 
parents may not want to fill out government paperwork to enroll their chil-
dren, and where teenagers are more heavily exposed to soda marketing.3 
The limited funding available for school meals and other discretionary pur-
poses has encouraged many school districts to view sales of sodas and 
snacks as sources of badly needed revenue. This explains why advocacy to 
remove sodas from schools confronts opposition not only from soda com-
panies but also from school administrators who do not want to lose that 
source of discretionary revenue.

HOW ADVOCATES GOT TO THIS POINT

In Table 12.1 I summarize the exceptionally complicated history of advocates’ 
efforts to get sodas out of schools and the opposition they faced in doing so.4 
Although school meal programs in the United States have a longer history, 
let’s start this discussion in 1946, when Congress passed the National School 
Lunch Act (NSLA) as “a measure of national security, to safeguard the health 
and well-being of the Nation’s children and to encourage the domestic con-
sumption of nutritious agricultural commodities and other food by . . . pro-
viding an adequate supply of food and other facilities for the establishment, 
maintenance, operation and expansion of nonprofit school lunch programs.”5 
The NSLA specified details of what could be served and family income levels 
that qualified for free or reduced-price meals. In 1952, Congress passed the 
first of many amendments to the act, setting a decades-long pattern of nearly 
annual tinkering with the regulations.



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



 Advocacy: Schools 159

snacks could not be sold in cafeterias during lunch periods. But even this 
limitation could be, was, and still is ignored or evaded.6

From the start, school meals were intended to serve two functions: to 
improve the nutritional status of children and to provide an outlet for sur-
plus agricultural commodities (although cash has now replaced most of the 
commodities). Also from the start, the USDA’s attempts to establish nutri-
tion standards for school meals encountered strong objections from soft 
drink companies—often joined by principals, school boards, and state edu-
cation departments reluctant to give up the income from soda sales. These 
groups lobbied against any proposed restriction on whether, when, or 
where competitive foods might be sold. The USDA tried to ban sodas, but 
it was forced by Congress to replace the ban with “time-and-place” restric-
tions. These allowed sodas to be sold, but only outside the cafeteria after the 
end of the last lunch period. Even so, the USDA either could not or would 
not enforce these rules, and schools could easily ignore them.

POURING RIGHTS CONTRACTS

While Congress fussed with time-and-place rules for competitive foods, 
soda companies found another way to entrench their products in schools. 
In the early 1990s, Coke and Pepsi began to offer large sums to colleges and 
universities for the exclusive right to sell their company’s products on cam-
puses. The practice continues. In 2013, PepsiCo agreed to pay the City Uni-
versity of New York (CUNY) $21 million over ten years for pouring rights 
to the university’s twenty-four campuses. Pepsi celebrated this victory over 
Coca-Cola with advertisements for CUNY on its trucks (Figure 12.1). Also 
in 2013, UCLA replaced its previous soda contracts with a ten-year, $15.4 
million arrangement giving Coca-Cola exclusive access to its forty-one 
thousand students. UCLA announced that $3 million of the proceeds 
would go for scholarships. It did not, however, explain how the contract 
might contribute to its campus-wide “social movement around health and 
well-being.” In 2014, the University of California, Davis, dropped its 
long-standing agreement with Coca-Cola and signed a $10 million contract 
with PepsiCo; most of the money would go to support athletics. University 
administrators justify such contracts on the grounds that they provide 
needed funds for sports and academic purposes.7
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These examples illustrate contracts with institutions serving college-age 
young adults. But in the late 1990s, in response to a decline in federal and 
state financing of public schools, soda companies contracted for pouring 
rights with high schools, middle, and even elementary schools. The con-
tracts, often for ten years, invariably required the schools to increase the 
number of vending machines on their campuses—the more vending ma-
chines, the more drinks sold. The contracts may have seemed like free 
money, but they required the schools to pay for the sodas and other expenses. 
Schools had to set sales targets, meet quotas, and permit display of company 
logos on vending machines, cups, sportswear, brochures, and school build-
ings. An additional benefit to soda companies was the steady base of sales 
from a captive audience of children too young or too difficult to reach by 
conventional advertising methods. By 2005, a national survey showed that 
half of U.S. elementary schools and 80 percent of high schools had such 
contracts, mainly with Coke or Pepsi. A later survey calculated the actual 
size of the net profits obtained by the schools from these contracts. These 
were surprisingly small: less than $2 per elementary and middle school child 
per year, and slightly more than $4 per year per high school student.8

Figure 12.1 Pepsi truck promotes the value of a debt-free education at the City 
University of New York, 2013. PepsiCo had just won a $21 million pouring rights 
contract with the University. Photo courtesy of Daniel Bowman Simon.
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Despite such low returns—which surely could have been generated by 
some other means—administrators of financially strapped school districts 
eagerly entered into such contracts. Larger school districts auctioned pouring 
rights to the highest bidder, and some hired consultants to negotiate the 
best possible deals. Because the contracts placed school administrators in 
the position of encouraging students to drink more sodas, they created con-
flicts of interest. As the ethical issues and low financial returns became 
more evident, some school districts began to refuse the contracts. Today 
they are rare in elementary schools. In 2014, for example, the Pasco, Florida, 
school district gave up a ten-year, $5.7 million contract with Coca-Cola out 
of concern for what it might do to kids’ health.9 But pouring rights con-
tracts still affect half of middle school children and 70 percent of high 
school students, and they are especially prevalent in low-income school 
districts.

EARLY EFFORTS TO RESTRICT SODA SALES

Because of their large, captive, impressionable audience, schools are prime 
locations for obesity intervention. As evidence for the links between com-
petitive foods and obesity grew in strength, calls for bans became more 
urgent. Schools, parents, teachers, and food service directors in many 
locations wanted to create healthier food environments. But without a na-
tional policy, they had to make the changes one school at a time, with in-
consistent results. Outright bans encountered vigorous objections from 
soda companies as well as from some parents and food service personnel. 
In 2013, I attended a public health conference in Boston addressed by 
Mayor Thomas Menino shortly before he ended his twenty-one-year term. 
Menino told the audience that the biggest political battle of his entire 
career was the one to get sodas out of the Boston public schools. He man-
aged to do this in 2004; by 2006, Boston students were demonstrably 
drinking less soda.10

The threat of such losses induces soda companies to seek other options. 
In 2003, in an action that can be interpreted as a tacit admission that sodas 
harm kids, Coca-Cola established guidelines—voluntary, of course—for its 
bottlers. Bottlers were no longer to send full-sugar sodas to elementary schools. 
They could supply sports events and vending machines in middle and high 
schools, but not cafeterias. This policy, the company explained, would con-
tinue to allow educators to “raise critical resources for their schools.”11
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In 2004, Congress passed a law long sought by advocates. It required 
local school districts to develop wellness policies. Although the act pro-
vided no funds, it did encourage school districts to establish nutrition 
guidelines for school meals. It also gave advocates a mandate to push for 
school environments that would be free of soda contracts and vending ma-
chines. Cities began to demand the ban of sodas from schools. In 2005, 
legislators in forty-two states introduced two hundred bills aimed at re-
stricting sales of competitive foods. Lawyers working with two advocacy 
groups, the CSPI and the Public Health Advocacy Institute, were preparing 
class-action lawsuits against soda companies and negotiating with Coca-Cola 
to withdraw all of its products—not just full-sugar sodas—from schools.12

PREEMPTING THE SODA BAN: THE CLINTON FOUNDATION’S 
END RUN

The American Beverage Association (ABA) responded to these threats with 
a new school-based policy excluding full-sugar sodas but permitting sales 
of those that did not exceed 66 calories per 8 ounces (an 8-ounce regular 
soda usually provides 100 calories). A year later, the Clinton Foundation 
and the American Heart Association formed the Alliance for a Healthier 
Generation for the express purpose of negotiating school policies with the 
ABA and soda companies. The alliance convinced soda companies to agree 
to phase out any drink with more than 66 calories per 8 ounces within five 
years. This policy excluded regular sodas but permitted sales of Gatorade 
(50 calories per 8 ounces), diet sodas, and sweetened vitamin waters. And 
the vending machines would remain. Former President Bill Clinton, who 
had brokered this deal, called soda companies “courageous” for their actions. 
Clinton, I must point out, had his own conflict of interest. By 2013, Coca-
Cola had donated between $5 million and $10 million to his foundation.13

Advocates were dismayed. The alliance had betrayed their negotiations. 
Although they had come close to getting all sugary drinks and vending 
 machines out of schools, the Clinton deal rescued sports drinks, sugar-
sweetened waters, and the machines that sold them. In 2008, the alliance 
proudly announced that after just two years, companies had cut the bev-
erage calories shipped to schools by 58 percent. A USDA study observed 
that 80 percent of school districts had bans or restrictions on sweetened 
beverages, and a study funded by the ABA concluded that school soda 
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calories had been cut by 90 percent. Independently funded studies, how-
ever, demonstrated that sodas were still widely available, even in elementary 
schools.14 The alliance deal, after all, was private, voluntary, and intended to 
head off the class-action lawsuit, which it succeeded in doing. As it became 
evident that schools were implementing the voluntary guidelines inconsist-
ently or ignoring them, advocates again pressed for federal intervention.

ACHIEVING FEDERAL REGULATION

In 2005, Congress asked the Institute of Medicine (IOM) to develop nutri-
tion standards for competitive foods and school meals. IOM committees 
issued reports on the topic from 2007 to 2009. These concluded that the 
nutritional content of all food in schools should align with the Dietary 
Guidelines. In 2010, to accomplish one of the principal goals of Michelle 
Obama’s Let’s Move! campaign, Congress passed the Healthy, Hunger-Free 
Kids Act. This act authorized the USDA to set nutrition standards for 
school meals. It issued the standards in 2012. At that point, lobbyists for the 
potato and pizza industries complained directly to Congress, which inter-
vened by effectively micromanaging the USDA’s rules through the appro-
priations process. It inserted clauses in the agricultural appropriations act 
forbidding the USDA to set limits on the number of times french fries 
could be served in a week or on the volume of tomato sauce that would 
allow pizza to be counted as a vegetable.15 This lobbying outcome sent a 
clear signal to other food companies that if the nutrition rules did not 
work in their favor, they could go straight to Congress to have the rules 
weakened or set aside.

A year later, the USDA proposed similar rules for competitive foods. 
Remarkably, the soda rules turned out to be even more restrictive than 
those proposed by the ABA and the Alliance for a Healthier Generation.16 
They entirely ban full-sugar sodas from elementary and middle schools. 
High school students, however, can buy 8-ounce beverages with no more 
than 40 calories (60 calories in 12 ounces). This cutoff point excludes not 
only regular Coke and Pepsi (150 calories per 12 ounces) but also sports 
drinks such as Gatorade (75 calories). The 12-ounce size is the largest that 
can be sold, thereby eliminating the 20-ounce bottles typically sold in 
school vending machines. The rules also require schools to supply potable 
drinking water to all students at no cost. Let me be clear: to the extent that 
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schools adhere to these standards, they represent an extraordinary victory 
for child health advocates.

Getting schools to follow the standards, however, is another matter. To 
make the rules more acceptable to school administrators, the USDA left 
some loopholes. The standards apply to sodas sold during the school day, 
but not to non-school hours, weekends, off-campus events, or school 
lunches brought from home, or to school birthday and other celebrations 
that can pile on the sugars and calories. They also do not apply to in-school 
fund-raisers; these are to be “infrequent,” with the meaning of that word left 
to states to determine and enforce. Because so many decisions about school 
food are delegated to states, actual policies vary from outright bans on 
sodas to no rules at all.17

Despite the loopholes, advocates managed to get full-sugar sodas 
banned from school meals and à la carte lines, at least most of the time. And 
they have research on their side. Studies provide increasing evidence that 
soda bans lead to significant reductions in consumption. By one calcula-
tion, the ban on full-sugar sodas will cost schools no more than 74 cents per 
student per year. On this basis, some schools, such as those in Portland, 
Maine, have banned sodas entirely—no sodas of any kind on sale anywhere, 
not at sports events or field trips, not by parent-teacher organizations, and 
not even in the teachers’ lounges. This, the Portland district claims, makes 
it part of a national trend.18

SODA INDUSTRY PUSHBACK

By late 2014, the USDA’s nutrition standards again were under attack, this 
time from members of Congress opposed to government interference in 
personal food choice, students who complain they are not getting enough 
to eat, and school food service directors who insist that the rules are impos-
sible to implement.

How much of this opposition has been organized by soda companies 
and their trade association is difficult to judge, but I have my suspicions. 
Publicly, the industry supports the new regulations. ABA president Susan 
Neely actually takes credit for them, as in her view they are similar to those 
her association initially suggested: “We just think that’s highly unusual that 
something that the government would ultimately codify draws from a vol-
untary industry initiative.”19
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But in a bizarre turn of events, the School Nutrition Association (SNA), 
the professional association for school food service personnel and an initial 
supporter of Let’s Move!, soon came to oppose the standards. The associa-
tion derives half its income from food industry donations, and its website 
lists both Coke and Pepsi on the long list of corporate patrons.20

The SNA issued a position paper charging that students are refusing to 
eat the healthier meals, plate waste is increasing, and school meal revenues 
are falling. On this basis, the SNA induced the House to use the appropria-
tions process to postpone the standards for a year, a move widely perceived 
as a first step toward overturning them. But a USDA study found that 90 
percent of schools were doing just fine with the standards. When the First 
Lady called on advocates to oppose the House appropriations maneuver, 
nineteen former presidents of the SNA responded with a letter in support of 
the USDA’s efforts.21 Given the SNA’s conflict of interest, it is understandable 
why it would not actively encourage its members to try to make the new 
standards work. But its stance isolated the SNA from health advocates, ex-
posed its conflicted interests, and divided its membership—all collateral 
consequences of food industry sponsorship.

BEYOND SALES: MARKETING SODAS IN SCHOOLS

Advocates also want soda advertising out of schools, as well as soda sales. 
State surveys document that such advertising is extensive. In Pennsylvania, 
for example, soft drink advertisements pervade schools, not least on vending 
machines. The Maine legislature banned junk-food advertising in public 
schools in 2007, but when researchers followed up three years later, they 
found that soda advertisements continued to pervade the school landscape, 
unnoticed by school administrators. On average, schools displayed an aver-
age of 49 illegal posters and displayed forbidden advertising for more than 
197 competitive foods, of which nearly half were products owned by Coca-
Cola or PepsiCo.22

The National Education Policy Center’s fifteenth annual report on com-
mercialism in schools confirms these findings. It finds that food and bev-
erage companies still display logos on vending machines; sponsor school 
programs, educational materials, and incentive programs; reach kids 
through digital media; and participate in fund-raising efforts. The report 
notes that even when teaching materials do not mention the sponsor’s name, 
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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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that the company “commits not to engage in product advertising or mar-
keting communications directed to students in primary schools, except if 
requested by, or agreed with, the school administration for specific educa-
tional purposes. This restriction does not apply to signage at the point of 
sale identifying those products available for purchase.”25 These policies leave 
plenty of leeway for interpretation of what does and does not constitute 
marketing, as Table 12.2 illustrates.

Federal School Marketing Policy

Throughout the history of competitive food policies, federal regulations fo-
cused only on sales and said nothing about food or beverage marketing in 
schools. In 2014, the White House broke new ground. As part of Let’s Move!, 
the White House announced new USDA policies for school wellness pro-
grams. In addition to setting goals for nutrition education and physical 
activity, the proposed guidelines “would ensure that foods and beverages 
marketed to children in schools are consistent with the recently-released 
[USDA] Smart Snacks in School standards. Ensuring that unhealthy food is 
not marketed to children is one of the First Lady’s top priorities.”26

The CSPI weighed in with strong support: “USDA’s proposed updates 
will strengthen implementation, help parents be better informed about the 
policies, and provide schools with more tools and resources.” The Campaign 
for a Commercial-Free Childhood, however, called for a ban on all adver-
tising in schools: “The USDA is urging schools only to limit junk food mar-
keting. . . . [This] opens the floodgates for many other types of marketing in 
schools, setting a dangerous precedent that goes far beyond food.”27

But the strongest criticisms came from a group supported by food com-
panies, the National School Board Association (NSBA), which is funded by 
school food service companies such as Sodexo, Aramark, and Chartwells. 
Its executive director, Thomas Gentzel, argued that in raising questions 
about food and beverage marketing in schools, the USDA had overstepped 
its bounds.

As part of their curricular studies . . . students participating on year-
book or on the school newspaper routinely engage members of the 
community by soliciting advertisements for restaurants and other 
food services to be included in their school-based publications. 
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The Department’s proposed prohibition on food marketing would 
cut off an important tie to the community the public school district 
serves. NSBA does not believe Congress intended such a result.28

In mid-2015, it remained uncertain whether the marketing ban could sur-
vive such opposition.

THE ROLE OF ADVOCATES: CSPI’S NATIONAL ALLIANCE  
FOR NUTRITION AND ACTIVITY (NANA)

Today’s school food environment may not be ideal, but it is unquestionably 
healthier than it was a decade ago. Much of the success in setting nutrition 
standards for schools, getting sodas out of schools, and putting an end to 
classroom-based soda marketing is due to the efforts of the CSPI and its 
National Alliance for Nutrition and Activity (NANA) initiative, co-founded 
by Margo Wootan, who has been on the CSPI’s staff since 1993. In 1999, she 
and a committee of advocates from state health departments and health or-
ganizations got together to create this alliance.

NANA is a coalition of four hundred national, state, and local organiza-
tions devoted to health promotion and obesity prevention. Its purpose is to 
convince Congress and federal agencies to do more to improve the public’s 
diet and activity patterns. NANA deserves much credit for establishing nutri-
tion standards for school meals and setting limits on soda marketing in 
schools. It led efforts to induce Congress to require school wellness policies, 
to pass the Healthy, Hunger-Free Kids Act, and to implement the act’s provi-
sions on competitive school foods. Wootan and NANA members framed the 
issues, developed policy recommendations, drafted backgrounders and legis-
lative language, identified bill sponsors, built congressional and public sup-
port, and worked with staff of the Obama administration to get the bill passed.

NANA is behind CSPI’s stated policy on marketing to children in schools: 
companies must not be permitted to market, sell, or give away low-nutrition 
foods or brands anywhere on school campuses by means that include:

 • Selling low-nutrition foods
 • Displaying logos, brand names, spokescharacters, product names, 

or other product marketing anywhere
 • Using educational and other incentive programs to reward schools 

when families buy a company’s food products29
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CSPI also partnered with the Berkeley Media Studies Group to create 
the Food Marketing Workgroup, another coalition—this time of organiza-
tions and academics—working to obtain a federal ban on marketing to kids 
in or out of school. To do this, it needed authoritative data on current mar-
keting practices, and it successfully lobbied for a national study of food 
marketing in schools. Congress agreed to appropriate funds to add ques-
tions to an ongoing school health survey. The survey questions assess the 
use of brand and product logos on educational materials, school supplies, 
displays, signage, equipment, buses, or other school property, as well as 
companies’ use of incentive and label redemption programs, in-school 
media, free samples and coupons, fund-raising and market research activi-
ties, and product displays and placements. The results of this survey are 
expected to become available in 2015 and could well form the basis of legis-
lation.30 Although the history of school food advocacy may appear to indi-
cate that progress occurs at glacial speed, it also demonstrates that improve-
ments are possible and are well worth whatever time and effort they take.

ADVOCATE: ELIMINATE SODAS FROM SCHOOLS

Understand the Issue

Sodas and other foods of minimal nutritional value should not be sold, dis-
tributed, or marketed in the school environment:

 • Schools should set standards for healthy diets.
 • Schools should not promote poor health.
 • Sodas and other junk foods compete with participation in federally 

subsidized school meals.
 • Children in schools with strict nutrition standards exhibit a reduced 

prevalence of obesity.

Engage in the Debate

The Berkeley Media Studies Group describes the debate over sodas in schools 
as one of conflicting “frames”—ways of explaining the issue that promote 
support for one position or another. It advises advocates to anticipate the 
frames used by opponents and to develop appropriate responses.31 Table 12.3 
presents some of these framing perspectives.
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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.



A demonstrably effective way to counter the effects of soda marketing is to 
encourage children to think critically about how companies get them to 
recognize, want, and consume the drinks. If you have kids of your own or 
work with children or adolescents, you can help even the youngest under-
stand how deliberately soda companies design strategies to reach them. As 
kids get older, they can take increasing responsibility for their own observa-
tions, investigations, and actions. This chapter provides suggestions for how 
to teach kids about sodas, soda marketing, and healthier beverage choices, 
and how to help kids take such actions on their own.

Talking to children about these topics is the first step. Kids catch on fast. 
One group of investigators, for example, conducted focus groups with chil-
dren ages 8 to 17 to evaluate responses to commercials featuring sports and 
music celebrities. Most of the kids could recall the commercials and associate 
specific brands with a celebrity, especially those for Gatorade, Coke, and 
Pepsi. But when the kids were asked to view the commercials critically, they 
made these kinds of observations:

 • Once Beyoncé took a sip of Pepsi, she became more alive. Instantly, 
she had more energy and power to dance.

 • The commercial would influence my friends to buy Pepsi because 
they are soccer players.

 • It is obvious that this ad is appealing to kids, not adults.1

You can teach kids to think critically about soda marketing, beginning 
at home, but also at other places throughout the day. To explain how to do 

13
Advocacy

Getting Kids Involved
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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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 • Sodas contain sugars.
 • Sugars have no nutrients (their calories are “empty”).
 • The sugars in sodas are in liquid form and absorbed rapidly.
 • Sugars in small amounts are fine. But sodas have large amounts.

With this background, kids are ready to do their own soda research. 
Take them on a field trip to your neighborhood supermarket and ask ques-
tions as you go along, starting with the marketing. You will, of course, need 
to select and tailor these questions to the age and ability of the accompany-
ing child.

EXPLORE A SUPERMARKET

Start by looking at the entrance to the store and then walk through it. Ask:

 • How many places in the store display sodas for sale? [Be sure to look 
at the entryway, at the ends of aisles, and at checkout counters—
prime supermarket real estate.]

 • How many feet of shelf space does the supermarket devote to sodas? 
Pace out the linear feet and multiply by the number of shelves. 
[You’re squeezing in a basic math exercise while you are at it.]

 • Why are sodas displayed in so many places? [Marketers know that 
the more products customers see in supermarkets, the more they buy.]

 • Does the supermarket do anything special to make sodas appeal to 
kids? [Look for cartoons, placement on lower shelves, items at the 
checkout counter.] 

 • Do some comparative pricing. Which costs more per unit: Single 
bottles or multiple packs? Sodas or bottled water? [Read these off 
shelf labels, if available.]

 • Why do sodas cost so little compared to water? [Among other 
supporting policies, the government subsidizes corn production, which 
reduces the cost of high-fructose corn syrup (HFCS).]

 • How do 100 percent fruit juices differ from other fruit drinks and 
sodas? [They have all of the vitamins and minerals from the fruit, 
have some fiber, but have no sugars added.]

 • Which products have the most sugar per serving? [Compare 
packaged breakfast cereals, breakfast pastries, candies, and sodas.]
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Read Package Labels

Kids who are able to read can learn a great deal about sodas from food 
labels. Package labels give nutrition information in two parts: Nutrition 
Facts and ingredient lists, as shown in Figure 13.1. Find a 12-ounce can or 
bottle of Coca-Cola or Pepsi. Examine the Nutrition Facts panel:

 • How many servings does this bottle contain? [1]
 • How many grams of sugars? [41]
 • How many grams of carbohydrates? [41]
 • How come the sugars and carbohydrates are the same? [Sugars are a 

type of carbohydrate. Starch is another. All the carbohydrates in sodas 
are sugars.]

 • What else does the drink contain? [Nothing but 30 milligrams of sodium.]
 • What is sodium? [Salt is 40 percent sodium; the rest is chloride.]

Figure 13.1 The Nutrition Facts panel from a 12-ounce can of Pepsi. Learning to 
interpret labels like this is a useful exercise for adults as well as children. Photo 
courtesy of Charles Nestle.
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 • Is that a lot or a little? [It’s only 1 percent of the amount recommended 
for a day.]

 • Do sodas provide any nutritional value? [No, their calories  
are “empty,” meaning that they do not contain any essential  
nutrients.]

Next, observe the effect of portion size. Find a label for a 2-liter soda.

 • How many servings in this bottle? [8]
 • How many grams of sugars? [27]
 • What does the 27 grams refer to? [Only one 8-ounce serving.]
 • How many grams of sugars in the whole bottle? [216 grams: 27 

grams × 8 servings.]
 • How much soda will someone drink from this bottle at any one 

time? [More than 8 ounces, most likely.]
 • Do bigger bottles have more sugar? [Yes, they do.]

Now ask kids to examine the list of ingredients on the label. For a Coca-
Cola of any size, the ingredient list says: carbonated water, high fructose 
corn syrup, caramel color, phosphoric acid, natural flavors, and caffeine.

The FDA requires ingredients to be listed in order, beginning with the 
one present in the largest amount. Ask:

 • Which ingredient makes up most of a soft drink? [Carbonated 
water.]

 • Which ingredient is the second largest? [HFCS.]
 • Where is sugar on this list? [HFCS contains sugars made from 

cornstarch.]
 • If HFCS is really sugars, why don’t the labels say so? [Government 

labeling rules allow sugars to be called by many different  
names.]

 • Which ingredient is present in the smallest amount?  
[Caffeine.]

 • How much caffeine does the soda contain? [30 milligrams.]
 • Is that a lot or a little? [A cup of coffee has about 150 milligrams, but 

sports and energy drinks can have more.]
 • Why do sodas contain caffeine? [Caffeine is a stimulating drug that 

many people enjoy. It makes people want to drink sodas.]
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Count the Sugars

Sugars on food labels are measured in grams, but it is easier to think about 
them in teaspoons or packets. Ask kids to read the amount of sugars listed on 
soda cans or bottles per serving, convert grams to teaspoons, and consider 
what those amounts mean. One teaspoon contains about 4 grams of sugars.

 • Read the number of grams of sugar on the package label.
 • Divide by 4 to get teaspoons.
 • For the 12-ounce soda (Figure 13.1): how many teaspoons of sugars? 

[41 grams ÷ 4 = 10]
 • For the 2-liter soda, how many teaspoons of sugars per serving? [27 

grams ÷ 4 = 7]
 • For the 2-liter soda, how many teaspoons of sugars in the whole 

bottle? [8 servings × 27 grams = 216 grams ÷ 4 = 54 teaspoons]
 • Is that a lot or a little? [A lot!]
 • Do sodas taste that sweet? Think about how soda hides the taste of 

sugars, and why companies might want to make the sugars invisible.

Name the Sugars

While you are still in the supermarket, you can encourage kids to read the 
labels of other food products and see what else has sugars. Note the amounts 
of sugar listed in the Nutrition Facts label, and where sugars appear on the 
ingredient list. Sodas contain sugar, HFCS, or both. The official name of 
table sugar is sucrose. It is composed of two smaller sugars, glucose (the 
sugar in blood) and fructose (fruit sugar) in equal parts (50 percent, 50 per-
cent). HFCS is also composed of glucose and fructose, but in somewhat 
different amounts, usually 45 percent glucose, 55 percent fructose.

But food companies are allowed to use many other names for sugar on 
ingredient lists, as shown in Table 13.2. All of these contain glucose, fructose, or 
both, except for lactose (which has glucose and yet another sugar, galactose).

Ask: Why do you think food companies use so many different names for 
sugars? [Food companies might not want you to know how much sugar they add 
to food products, but you can usually figure that out by looking at total sugars on 
the Nutrition Facts panel and where sugars appear in the ingredient list.]

Another activity: Go to the section of the store devoted to juice and 
other kinds of sugary drinks. Sodas are not the only drinks containing 



 Advocacy: Involving Kids 177

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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 1. The taste test. Add 10 teaspoons of sugar to a 12-ounce glass of water. 
Taste it. Does it taste as good as sodas?

 2. What does ice do to the amount of sugar?
 • Measure the volume of an empty glass.
 • Put as much ice as you like in the glass.
 • Pour soda (or some other liquid) over the ice until the glass is full.
 • Take the ice out.
 • See how much soda is left.
 • How much sugar is that? You can assume that each ounce of soda 

contains one teaspoon of sugar even though this is a bit too much 
(soda companies say an ounce contains about 3.7 grams of sugar).

 3. The tooth trick. Put a baby tooth in a glass of Coca-Cola and watch 
what happens after a week or so.

 4. The sludge trick. Gently boil a Coke or Pepsi. Warning: be careful 
not to burn yourself or the pot.

Watch TV

Ask kids to count the number of times in a day or week that sodas are men-
tioned or shown on television, radio, Internet sites, Facebook or other social 
media sites, cell phones, or movies. Then ask:

 • Why are soda ads so common? [These are paid product placements.]
 • Why are sports, music, and TV celebrities shown with sodas? [They 

are paid by soda companies to do this.]
 • How much do soda companies spend to try to get people to buy 

their products? [The U.S. advertising budget for regular Coca-Cola 
alone was more than $250 million in 2013.]

 • How much does it cost to produce and place a thirty-second soda 
ad in prime time television? [From a few thousand dollars for local 
stations to $4.5 million for the 2015 Super Bowl. The U.S. average was 
$112,100 in 2014.]6

Watch Ads Online and on Mobile Devices

Commercials for Coke and Pepsi are readily available on YouTube and 
company websites. Ask kids to watch them.



 Advocacy: Involving Kids 179

 • How do the ads make kids want the products?
 • How do sodas appear in the ads?
 • What do the ads say about the sodas?
 • What words and pictures do they use?
 • How are the ads supposed to make kids feel about the products?

Watch for Marketing Aimed at African American  
and Hispanic Kids

As I discuss in Chapter 14, soda companies make special efforts to market 
to minority children, who are most at risk of health problems caused by 
obesity. Ask kids to look at advertisements and websites, and ask:

 • How can you tell if a soda advertisement or website is aimed at 
African American or Hispanic kids?

 • Why do soda companies use African American or Hispanic sports 
or music stars in advertisements?

 • Why are some soda commercials available in Spanish?
 • Is it fair for soda companies to aim commercials at minority children?
 • What could minority children do to counter the effects of soda 

marketing?

RESTAURANT INVESTIGATIONS

Coke and Pepsi want kids to associate sodas with special occasions. If you 
take children to a fast-food outlet and order kids’ meals, you can use the 
occasion to explain how soda companies partner with restaurants such as 
McDonald’s. You can order kids’ meals with milk, water, or a small portion 
of juice. You can ask kids to:

 • Point to or count every soda advertisement in the restaurant.
 • Look for soda advertisements on menu boards, walls, vending 

machines, napkins, and tray liners.
 • Consider why these advertisements are there.
 • Discuss why parents might want restaurants to stop including sodas 

in kids’ menus.
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If you would like kids to have a soda, you can ask for the smallest size, 
make sure it is filled to the brim with ice, and refuse refills. Explain why you are 
doing this by talking about or demonstrating the amount of sugars in sodas.

NEIGHBORHOOD INVESTIGATIONS

Take kids for a walk to your neighborhood stores. You can do this system-
atically by mapping out areas of a few square blocks. Go into every store, no 
matter what it sells. Observe whether sodas are available. Ask kids:

 • How many places in this neighborhood sell sodas?
 • Why do you think it is so easy to buy sodas in so many places?
 • Can you buy fresh fruits and vegetables in as many places as you 

can buy sodas?
 • Why is that?

This kind of activity can also teach kids about the effects of income in-
equality and targeted marketing. Take your kids to a high-income neighbor-
hood, a low-income neighborhood, and a largely minority neighborhood 
and do some comparisons.

 • Which neighborhood makes sodas more readily available?
 • Which neighborhood makes fresh fruits and vegetables more 

readily available?
 • Why do these differences exist?

INVESTIGATIONS WHILE TRAVELING

You can use the time while traveling in a car, bus, or train to ask kids to look 
at posters, billboards, and other signs where sodas are advertised.

 • Count the number of soda advertisements. Analyze their content.
 • How can you tell when advertising is aimed at kids?
 • Why do so many soda advertisements feature famous people in 

sports or music?
 • Do you think it is fair for soda companies to advertise to kids this way?
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SCHOOL INVESTIGATIONS

A survey of soda drinking in Seattle, Washington, in 2012—before the new 
USDA nutrition standards went into effect—revealed that two-thirds of middle 
and high school students drank sodas, sports drinks, or flavored sweetened 
drinks while at school. Nearly a third of high school students drank soda in 
school every day, and about 10 percent drank two or more sodas.7 Ask kids to:

 • Count the number of vending machines in their schools.
 • List all drinks sold. How much sugar do they contain?
 • Determine if full-sugar sodas are available. [If they are, the school is 

not following USDA standards.]
 • See if sodas are advertised in newspapers, on television, on posters, 

on vending machines, on drink cups, or anywhere else in the school.
 • Compare soda ads to those for healthier items.
 • Compare prices of sodas to those for healthier drinks.
 • Think about why sodas are sold in schools. Why do schools allow this?
 • Explore the difference between education (what schools are sup-

posed to do) and advertising. How can you tell the difference?

Now take a look at the availability of full-sugar sodas within the area 
immediately surrounding the school. Map out a few blocks within easy 
walking distance. Note:

 • The number of places that sell sodas
 • The variety of sodas they sell
 • The location and number of signs advertising sodas
 • Whether healthier foods are equally available
 • If healthier drinks are available, compare their prices relative to 

those of sodas

Ask: why are sodas so readily available near schools?

TAKE ACTION

If kids are interested in working to create a healthier food environment, you 
can suggest some actions they can take:
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 • Make your home a soda-free environment.
 • Organize friends to petition your school to remove soda vending 

machines.
 • Your school is supposed to supply clean drinking water at no cost. If 

it doesn’t, petition to make sure it does. File a complaint with the 
school board or USDA.

 • Petition your school to regularly maintain and clean all water 
fountains. You can take photographs of broken fountains and 
present them to the school board, for example.

 • Demand healthy meals at school and at home.
 • Organize your friends to ask the city council to ensure healthy food 

options in your neighborhood.
 • Start a community garden.
 • Boycott companies that market unhealthy foods to kids.
 • Use social media to organize support for these actions.
 • Write letters, op-eds, and position papers, and create videos and 

podcasts to promote your actions.
 • Have fun working to make the world a healthier place for everyone.

USE THE RESOURCES

The American Heart Association has issued a toolkit for parents, the Rudd 
Center offers Advocacy 101 for parents, and the University of California. 
San Francisco, offers a toolkit through its Youth Speaks program. Kids have 
developed their own “Soda Sucks” campaign.8 Other useful materials are 
produced by the organizations listed in Appendix 1.



Targeting Minorities  
and the Poor





In 2013, the Hispanic Institute of Washington, D.C., issued a report about 
how sugary drinks affect the health of its community. The institute urged its 
Hispanic constituents to stop collaborating with soda companies. Its report, 
Obesity: Hispanic America’s Big Challenge, called the community to action: 
“The negative effects of sugary drinks, other bad food choices and lack of 
regular exercise on the health of the fastest growing group in America will 
continue until Hispanics use their considerable political clout to influence 
public policymaking and their economic strength to influence purveyors of 
those products.”1

In an interview, the institute’s president, Gus West, said. “Of course, 
we’re responsible for what we eat and drink . . . but we’re also subject to the 
effects of massive advertising and misleading promotional campaigns— 
especially on our children and the poor.” Community organizations, he 
said, need “to walk away from funding by the processed food and big sugary 
drink companies.” Hispanic organizations “broke with tobacco companies” 
in the 1990s and now need to do the same with soda companies.2

Obesity, as the institute’s report pointed out, changes the game. It forces 
Hispanic and African Americans to reexamine their relationships with 
soda companies. In the pre-obesity era, some members of these communi-
ties viewed targeted marketing as a testament to their rising economic and 
social status within American society. While these members of minority 
groups prized—and continue to prize—the efforts of soda companies to ad-
vertise in their publications and support their organizations, the rising prev-
alence of obesity in their communities led others to view such relationships 

14
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as exploitative. To some community leaders, soda companies echo the ac-
tions of tobacco companies in the ways they market to groups most vulner-
able to the harm caused by their products.

In this chapter, I examine the exceptionally complicated relationship of 
soda companies to racial and ethnic minorities in the United States. Soda 
company alliances are complicated not only historically but also because 
the African American and Hispanic communities are not monolithic; they 
are highly diverse in ancestry, appearance, culture, economic status, polit-
ical views, and even what they expect to be called. In this book, I use the 
term Hispanic to describe the multiplicity of American groups who trace 
their ancestry to Spanish-speaking Latin America or Spain. I use it inter-
changeably with its synonym, Latino, the term preferred in Texas and other 
parts of the Southwest.3 Similarly, I use the term African American (in pref-
erence to the more familiar but perhaps less respectful synonym, black) to 
refer to U.S. residents—also highly diverse—whose ancestry can be traced 
back to countries of sub-Saharan Africa.

Within minority communities, relationships with soda companies lead 
to diverse outcomes and produce winners and losers. The members of these 
communities most likely to benefit from soda industry marketing and phi-
lanthropy are usually those least likely to bear the burdens of soda-related 
health problems. This diversity—in income, social status, and outlook—
complicates efforts to reduce soda intake in minority communities. The un-
equal distribution of costs and benefits within African American and His-
panic groups in part explains why some well-established and prominent 
minority organizations support the soda industry in its opposition to public 
health measures such as soda taxes or size caps. In this context, the His-
panic Institute’s call to action broke new ground.

THE HEALTH ISSUES

African and Hispanic Americans drink more sodas and—no surprise—
display a higher prevalence of obesity and type 2 diabetes than their white 
counterparts. As shown in Table  14.1, although 55 percent of whites say 
they routinely drink regular (sugar-sweetened) sodas, nearly 70 percent of 
African and Hispanic Americans report doing so, and these groups gener-
ally drink less diet soda. When asked, they say that their soda-drinking 
habits are strongly influenced by television advertising, especially when 
commercials feature celebrities of their own race or ethnicity.4
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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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were firmly segregated. After the war, Pepsi hired an Urban League staff 
member, allowed him to recruit a small staff of African American marketers 
to promote the drink at churches, schools, and sports events, and to place ads 
in African American publications featuring African American celebrities. In 
some circles, Pepsi became known as the drink for African Americans, 
whereas Coca-Cola remained the elite drink for whites.7

Although based in the South—and perhaps because it was based in the 
overtly segregated South—Coca-Cola did nothing special to appeal to Afri-
can Americans until after World War II. Coke placed its first ad in African 
American newspapers in 1951 and soon began supporting community or-
ganizations such as the National Association for the Advancement of Col-
ored People (NAACP). In Coca-Cola’s version of this history, the company 
never discriminated against African Americans: “From the turn of the century 
to the mid-1950s the promise of a ‘nickel Coke’ made the product widely 
available to Americans of all means, with no barriers of race or class. . . . As 
early as 1914, there is documentation showing that Coca-Cola was being 
served in African American–owned soda fountains.” Perhaps, but those 
fountains were segregated. Segregation, explains the company historian, 
“was not a policy of The Coca-Cola Company but of segregation laws in the 
U.S., which were generally enforced in the South.”8 Figure 14.1 provides a 
contemporary commentary on this history.

Looking back on this history, ironies abound. In 1949, despite threats 
from the Ku Klux Klan to disrupt the game, Brooklyn Dodgers team mem-
bers Jackie Robinson and Roy Campanella broke Atlanta’s baseball color 
bar in an exhibition game with the Atlanta Crackers—a team owned by the 
president of Coca-Cola.9 During the late 1940s and early 1950s, members of 
the African American professional community began to advocate for more 
access to sodas, more advertising in African American publications, and 
more inclusion in the soda corporate world. They organized boycotts to 
induce Coca-Cola to begin hiring African American salesmen. When the 
Supreme Court desegregated schools in 1954, southern Coke bottlers who 
were serving on White Citizens Councils vowed to close the schools rather 
than integrate them. This created a dilemma: if Coca-Cola forged relation-
ships with African Americans—who made up 30 percent of the southern 
market for its products—it might alienate its white customers.

Moss Kendrix, an African American public relations specialist, offered 
the company a way out of the dilemma: advertise directly to the African 
American community:
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Profits to the Coca-Cola Company and its bottlers would be immeas-
urable. . . . In addition to capitalizing on the current Negro market, 
the project would embrace a type of public relations involving youth 
which should tend to cultivate future markets. The Coca-Cola Com-
pany, in displaying interest in the children of the present Negro 
market, should note a type of appreciation on the part of Negro par-
ents that would definitely pay dividends in increased sales of “Coke.”10

Coca-Cola hired Kendrix as a roving ambassador. He induced the company to 
place separate-but-equal ads featuring prominent African American athletes. It 
did so, but only in African American publications.11

Figure 14.1 The artist Keith Negley takes a contemporary look at soda companies’ 
relationships with minority communities. The drawing appeared as an illustration to a 
New York Times op-ed, “When Jim Crow Drank Coca-Cola,” January 29, 2013. Used 
with permission of Keith Negley.
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This project paved the way for soda companies’ responses to the civil 
rights movement. With respect to sodas, this movement was about making 
the products accessible to African American customers, opening up jobs in 
the companies, and getting the companies to advertise and do business with 
firms owned by African Americans. It was not an accident that the civil rights 
movement began in earnest in 1960 when four African American college 
students sat down at a Woolworth soda fountain in Greensboro, North Car-
olina. The refusal to serve them Cokes was a powerful symbol of injustice—
the denial of their ability to fully access the American way of life.12 Atlanta, 
Coca-Cola’s hometown, desegregated lunch counters the following year.

When Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. received the Nobel Peace Prize in 
1964, Coca-Cola’s president, Paul Austin, led the way in convincing other 
white businessmen to support a local celebration dinner in his honor. Report-
edly, Austin said, “It is embarrassing for Coca-Cola to be located in a city 
that refuses to honor its Nobel Prize winner. We are an international business. 
The Coca-Cola Company does not need Atlanta. You all need to decide 
whether Atlanta needs the Coca-Cola Company.”13

But when Coca-Cola did not respond to employment demands, King 
urged his followers to use their political power to boycott the company’s prod-
ucts. In Memphis, Tennessee, the night before he was assassinated, King said:

Now the other thing we’ll have to do is this: Always anchor our ex-
ternal direct action with the power of economic withdrawal. . . . We 
just need to go around to these stores, and to these massive indus-
tries in our country, and say, “God sent us by here, to say to you 
that you’re not treating his children right. And we’ve come by here 
to ask you to make the first item on your agenda fair treatment, 
where God’s children are concerned. Now, if you are not prepared 
to do that, we do have an agenda that we must follow. And our 
agenda calls for withdrawing economic support from you.” And so, 
as a result of this, we are asking you tonight, to go out and tell your 
neighbors not to buy Coca-Cola in Memphis . . . [N]ow we must 
kind of redistribute the pain. We are choosing these companies be-
cause they haven’t been fair in their hiring policies.14 

Coke’s response was to increase philanthropic contributions to the African 
American community, a strategy designed to deflect criticism and elicit 
loyalty. The company made donations to historically black colleges, the 
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NAACP, and other civil rights groups. It began hiring African Americans 
into the lower ranks of its workers. By the early 1980s, African American 
employees constituted 24 percent of Coke’s workforce—but included only 
one executive, Carl Ware, a vice president of “special markets.” Coke’s dis-
criminatory hiring policies became the target of the Rev. Jesse Jackson’s Op-
eration PUSH (People United to Save Humanity) campaign. PUSH aimed 
to renegotiate the relationship of corporate America to the African Ameri-
can community. It called for a month-long “don’t choke on Coke” boycott, 
politely framed as a “withdrawal of enthusiasm.” The Coke CEO refused to 
meet with Jackson, instead sending Ware to do the negotiating. But the 
company eventually agreed to the PUSH campaign’s terms. It appointed 
twenty African American wholesalers, made loans to African American en-
trepreneurs in the beverage industry, agreed to increase its advertising in 
African American publications, and committed to doing business with 
banks owned by African Americans.15

The company also began working on its relationship to the rapidly ex-
panding Hispanic community. It hired Ogilvy and Mather, an advertising 
and public relations firm, to conduct a survey of Hispanic attitudes and 
concerns. In 1984, Coke used the survey results as a basis for creating a 
formal business agenda for the Hispanic community. Backed by a $10 mil-
lion investment, the company hired Hispanic advertising firms, Hispanic 
executives, Hispanic sales and marketing representatives; established part-
nerships with Hispanic banks and vendors; and set up an education fund 
for Hispanic students in key cities.16

By the early 1990s, Pepsi and Coke were fighting for market share 
among minority groups. The head of Coca-Cola said “Our strategy is very 
simple, and it’s to lead in the ethnic activities of America, to increase our 
coverage in ethnic stores—for example, in the inner city—and to leverage 
the brand strength that we already have with Hispanics and with African-
Americans.” Some minority groups welcomed the attention. An NAACP 
director said, “We favor companies diversifying their strategies and in-
cluding a more balanced picture of [what] their consumer market is, rather 
than just picturing white families.” The contradictions inherent in such 
marketing were already well understood by advertising executives: “If you 
don’t market to minority groups, you can be accused of not caring about 
them. . . . If you do market to them, you can be accused of exploiting them.”17

But well into the 1990s, Coca-Cola was still dealing with serious racial 
problems within the company. A report in 1995 observed that “Coke got 
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whiter and chillier as one went up the ranks,” and described the company as 
a “professional wasteland” for African American employees—institutionally 
racist from the top down. Stories of personal and financial discrimination—
more than a 40 percent difference in salaries between white and black em-
ployees, for example—established the basis for a class-action lawsuit. The 
Labor Department investigated and found numerous violations of federal 
anti-discrimination laws; it asked the company to fix the problems. In 1999, 
current and former Coke employees organized the Committee for Corporate 
Justice, a group aimed at improving job inequities among minority employees. 
Its class-action suit against Coca-Cola involved twenty-two hundred current 
and former employees, who demanded compensation for systematic discrim-
ination involving every aspect of their jobs: evaluations, promotions, termi-
nations, and pay.18 Figure 14.2 outlines the events related to this lawsuit.

Coca-Cola offered to increase its support for minority-owned suppli-
ers, banks, and retailers, but employees continued the boycott. They stated, 

Figure 14.2 The reasons for African American employees’ class-action discrimination 
lawsuit against Coca-Cola in 1999 and its resolution in 2000. From Stop Coke 
Discrimination, February 1, 2007. Courtesy of Ray Rogers.
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with eloquence, that they were “disappointed, disturbed, and disgusted with 
a company that would disadvantage, disrespect, and disenfranchise some of 
its most loyal employees.” They organized a “ride for corporate justice” from 
Atlanta to Washington, D.C., and camped out at a Coke shareholders meeting 
in Delaware.19

In 2000, mediation settled the class action suit for $192.5 million. The 
settlement required Coca-Cola to appoint a task force to oversee improve-
ments in company policies toward minorities and women. Although em-
ployees continued to complain of discriminatory practices, the task force 
recognized “the significant progress The Coca-Cola Company has made in 
restructuring its personnel practices in the past five years.” But the task 
force must have suspected that Coke’s corporate culture had not really 
changed. In its final report, the group called on Coke’s CEO, then Neville 
Isdell, to embed and sustain the fairness and diversity policies. Did the 
company succeed in doing so? In 2012, sixteen African American and His-
panic production workers in Coke bottling plants in New York City sued 
the company for forcing them to work in “a cesspool of racial discrimina-
tion.” The workers complained of constant racial epithets, unfair assign-
ments and disciplinary action, and retaliation when they objected.20

Pepsi, a company based in the North, has a somewhat better employ-
ment history, but not by much. In 2012, the Minneapolis office of the Equal 
Employment Opportunity Commission fined PepsiCo more than $3 mil-
lion to resolve findings of nationwide hiring discrimination against black 
employees. In yet another irony, Latino magazine in 2013 named Coca-Cola 
and PepsiCo as among the top one hundred companies providing the most 
opportunities for this community.21

TARGETED SODA MARKETING: THE POST-OBESITY ERA

We have seen that marketing sodas to African and Hispanic Americans has 
long been a sales strategy, often demanded by members of the groups who 
stood to benefit from such relationships. But with the realization that levels 
of soda consumption, obesity, and diabetes are higher in minority groups 
than in the general population, targeted marketing practices have de-
manded reconsideration. Such practices and philanthropy can now appear 
manipulative rather than beneficial, especially when directed at children.

PepsiCo, for example, is one of the fifty leading advertisers in Hispanic 
media, spending $33.6 million on that market alone in 2013. Soda  companies 
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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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Soda companies explicitly use philanthropy to forge relationships with 
African and Hispanic American community groups. As part of the settle-
ment of the class-action lawsuit in 2000, Coca-Cola committed $50 million 
to support minority organizations and causes. Today it is difficult to im-
agine an African or Hispanic American organization or event that is not 
sponsored by Coke, Pepsi, or the American Beverage Association. In Table 14.5, 
I list a few selected examples of the great many such groups supported just 
by Coca-Cola.24

Let me give two examples of how such sponsorship works. In 2012, 
Pepsi gave $100,000 to the National Association of Hispanic Journalists, 
half for scholarships for journalism students. Pepsi announced the gift as 
part of La Promesa, a corporate social responsibility campaign focusing on 
“Latino empowerment and the issues that matter most to Hispanics.” My 
second example: In 2013, the United Negro College Fund gave its president’s 
award to Ingrid Saunders Jones, the African American Coca-Cola executive 
responsible for much corporate giving to minority groups. When she retired 
as chair of the National Council of Negro Women, the Coca-Cola Founda-
tion surprised her with a $1 million gift to this group.25 Under such circum-
stances, recipient journalists and community groups can hardly be expected 
to write stories or make statements criticizing soda companies for produc-
ing drinks that contribute to poor health in their communities.

Obesity, however, makes such sponsorship appear less favorable. In 
2013, for example, Yale alumni protested PepsiCo’s sponsorship of a speech 

Figure 14.3 Coca-Cola’s commemorative “black history” cookbook, 2011. The company 
produced the book to “celebrate the taste of black history . . . More than just a tribute to 
black history, this volume is a celebration of black present and our way of saying thank 
you for allowing Coca-Cola to be a part of your life.”



 Marketing to African and Hispanic Americans 197

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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forced the company to withdraw them. Coca-Cola’s 2013 Super Bowl ad, 
which depicted an Arab walking in the desert with a camel, provoked criti-
cism that it perpetuated racist stereotypes.28

Despite these problems, the advertising industry rationalizes mar-
keting aimed at African and Hispanic Americans as a sensible and merito-
rious business strategy. David Morse, the author of a book about how to 
market to race, ethnicity, and sexual orientation, argues that this kind of 
market segmentation builds brand loyalty:

But let’s face it. Hispanics and African Americans are much less 
interested in diet products. Sugary drinks—often the sweeter the 
better—do well with them. . . . And in my experience, the big soft-
drink companies . . . have strong multicultural marketing efforts. 
And they are reaping the benefits . . . As a multicultural marketer, 
I applaud the leadership of the soft-drink industry in recognizing 
the changing face of America. Many of their African-American 
and Hispanic customers do too.29

Advertising Age seconds this view and urges marketers to sponsor emerging 
Hispanic musicians who can easily relate to speakers of both Spanish and 
English and connect with a broader range of Latino customers.30

The condescension and cynicism involved in targeting minority groups 
at high risk of obesity and its consequences does make some marketers un-
comfortable. In his 2012 interview about the karmic debt owed for selling 
Coca-Cola, former marketing executive Todd Putman explained: “It was 
just a fact that Hispanics and African Americans have a higher per capita 

Figure 14.4 Pepsi ads featured Beyoncé in 2012. The singer had just accepted a $50 
million deal to promote Pepsi, despite her role as a spokesperson for the White House 
Let’s Move! campaign to reduce childhood obesity. This photograph appeared as an 
illustration in PepsiCo’s Annual Report in 2012.
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consumption of sugar-based soft drinks than white Americans. We knew 
that if we got more products into those environments those segments would 
drink more.”31

A DILEMMA FOR ADVOCATES

Decades of soda company philanthropy have convinced many—but by no 
means all—African and Hispanic American groups that soda companies 
have their interests at heart, that philanthropic gifts are welcome contributions, 
and that efforts to tax sodas or cap soda sizes are modern-day manifesta-
tions of elitist white supremacy. These opinions leave advocates for minority 
health, who may view marketing targeted to minority groups as inherently 
racist and exploitative, with few options.32 Their efforts to reduce soda intake 
and its health consequences in African and Hispanic American communi-
ties must begin by recognizing and building on the long history of minority-
group efforts to desegregate and gain access to soda advertising, employment, 
and philanthropic partnerships.

If the disproportionate share of health burdens borne by minority 
groups is to be reduced, these groups must now fight equally hard—and 
more creatively—to help members of their communities recognize the con-
nection between consumption of heavily marketed junk foods and sodas 
and the disproportionate health burdens they bear. Advocates must find 
ways to empower their communities to understand how soda company 
philanthropy and marketing are inextricably linked to business objectives. 
One way to reveal the primacy of business motives might be to suggest to 
soda companies that their grants to minority groups come with no strings 
attached: no press releases, no logos, and no in-kind contributions. Groups 
negotiating for soda industry funding might ask that all donations be anon-
ymous, and take note of the response.



In 1975, shortly after President Richard Nixon’s historic visit to China, a Pepsi 
vice president noted its significance for his company: “There are eight hun-
dred million gullets in China and I want to see a Pepsi in every one of them.” 
Sixteen years later, Roberto Goizueta, then chief executive of Coca-Cola, said 
much the same: “Willie Sutton used to say he robbed banks because that is 
where the money is. Well, we are increasingly global because 95 percent of the 
world’s consumers are outside this country. It’s that simple.” By the early 1990s, 
Coke’s international sales already accounted for 80 percent of its profits. Coke’s 
president at the time, Donald Keough, told a reporter: “Our single and relent-
less focus has been internationalizing this business. . . . To do so, we have 
become the most pragmatic company in the world. . . . When I think of Indo-
nesia—a country on the Equator with 180 million people, a median age of 18, 
and a Moslem ban on alcohol—I feel I know what heaven looks like.”1

From the outset, Coke had its eye on foreign markets. The company 
made its first foreign sale in 1899 to a merchant in Cuba. Within the next 
decade, Coke sold syrup to countries such as Mexico, Puerto Rico, and the 
Philippines, and established its first international bottling plant, also in 
Cuba, in 1906. For the next twenty years it expanded its foreign franchises, 
and by 1930 it was supplying concentrate to bottlers in seventy-six countries. 
Even so, its foreign presence was quite limited by today’s standards. World 
War II ended the limits. The company pledged to provide a Coke for 5 cents 
to every American in the armed forces anywhere in the world, a feat it ac-
complished with the full cooperation—and donated transportation—of the 
military. By the end of the war, it was supplying 155 international bottling 
plants, as compared to just one for Pepsi, and its global investments 
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continued to grow rapidly. The fall of the Iron Curtain in 1989 opened up 
further business opportunities. By 1995, Coca-Cola had invested $1.5 billion 
in Eastern Europe. Its $65 million bottling plant near Moscow achieved par-
ticular notoriety when President Bill Clinton and his wife, Hillary, stopped by 
for a visit and were photographed drinking Russian Cokes (Figure 15.1).2

Today, international sales continue to account for a large percentage of 
soda company profits and virtually all growth potential. As the president of 
Coca-Cola international stated in 2014, the half of the world’s population who 
had not consumed a Coke in the last thirty days created a business opportunity 
worth $300 billion. Table 15.1 lists the leading worldwide markets for soft drink 
sales. The United States still generates the highest sales, although it and most of 
the other countries on this list are in mature stages of development where soda 
consumption is slow or stagnant. The figures in this table explain why the world’s 
emerging economies of developing world are such attractive sales targets.3

Beyond the top ten, Coca-Cola sells products in what it claims is two 
hundred countries and continues to derive more than 80 percent of its sales 
from countries outside the United States, particularly China, Japan, and 
those in Latin America. In 2013, when the United States lifted decades-old 
trade sanctions against the military junta in Myanmar, only two countries 
remained under U.S. trade embargoes: North Korea since 1950, and Cuba, 
the site of Coke’s first international sales since 1962. As one Coke executive 
put it, “The moment Coca-Cola starts shipping [to Cuba] is the moment you 
can say there might be real change going on. . . . Coca-Cola is the  nearest thing to 

Figure 15.1 President Bill Clinton and his wife, Hillary, share a Coke in Moscow, 1995. 
On May 11, 1995, after a summit meeting with Russian president Boris Yeltsin, the 
President and First Lady took a break on the way to the airport to visit a new Coca-
Cola bottling plant. Pepsi, which also had bottling plants in Russia, was not pleased.  
AP photo/Greg Gibson Photography. Used with permission.
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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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 increases in soda purchases among enormous numbers of people quickly 
add up. Soda advertising is so ubiquitous in developing countries that it has 
become a largely unremarkable part of the landscape, as shown in Figure 15.2.

But street signs are only the most visible indication of soda marketing 
to the developing world. Coke and Pepsi study how to reach people of dif-
ferent cultures and create effective business partnerships in each country. 
Coca-Cola, for example, was an early user of cell phone technology to ad-
vertise to young, tech-savvy customers in Japan.9 It supports local concerts 
and sports teams, as well as international sporting events such as the Tour 
de France, World Cup soccer, and the Olympics. It also supports student 
scholarships, health programs, and women’s empowerment initiatives, 
offers emergency relief in natural disasters, and encourages environmental 
causes. As I explain further in Chapter 17, such efforts encourage brand loy-
alty and promote sales.

Coca-Cola is particularly adept at using philanthropy to win friends 
and deflect critics. To cite just one example: in 2012, a Reuters investigative 
team looked into the partnership practices of Latin American health groups 
such as the Pan American Health Organization (PAHO), a subsidiary of the 
World Health Organization (WHO). PAHO had accepted a $50,000 gift 
from Coca-Cola. A Coke official sits on the steering committee of WHO’s 
Pan American Forum for Action on Non-Communicable Diseases, a group that 
develops methods to counter obesity in Latin America (“non-communicable” 
is the international term for diseases that Americans call “chronic”).10 Given 
Coke’s generosity, nobody should be surprised if these groups do not initiate 
or join campaigns to drink less soda.

Figure 15.2 Street scene with Coca-Cola, Todos Santos, Guatemala, 2005. Courtesy of 
Emily Yates-Doerr.
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PepsiCo employs a similar strategy. In 2013, it announced a partnership 
with the Asian Football Development Project (AFDP), a group with goals 
that extend beyond the game itself. The AFDP uses grassroots soccer teams 
to promote the health, social development, and empowerment of women 
and girls in forty countries, with a focus on the Middle East and India. As a 
PepsiCo representative explained, “We believe that the strength of the Pep-
siCo brand is in a community relations context . . . realizing dreams and 
giving opportunities to those who are less fortunate and PepsiCo is proud 
to be part of that.” Pepsi runs similar projects in Egypt and Nigeria.11 As 
with all such projects, the recipients benefit, but so does PepsiCo. The part-
nership exposes participants who might otherwise not be reached to Pepsi 
logos, builds brand loyalty, creates goodwill, and deflects concerns about the 
health consequences of its products.

The efforts of soda companies to reach international markets leave 
nothing to chance. If an opening exists, they move right in. Both companies 
use innovative and country-specific methods to sell sodas in the emerging 
economies of Asia, the Indian subcontinent, the Middle East, and Africa. 
In Dubai, for example, Coca-Cola placed Hello Happiness telephone 
booths in areas frequented by South Asian guest laborers, who often work 
under highly restrictive conditions. The booths accepted Coca-Cola bottle 
caps instead of coins for a free 3-minute international phone call, and the 
company videotaped a commercial featuring the workers’ enthusiastic 
appreciation of this opportunity. The booths were dismantled a month 
later. A representative of Human Rights Watch termed the commercial 
“odious,” on the grounds that Coca-Cola used the low-income workers 
to  advertise its product while requiring them to buy Cokes to use the 
special booth.12

Table 15.3 gives additional examples of marketing innovations in devel-
oping countries from 2012 to 2014. Some are easily recognized as marketing. 
Others are more subtle and appear as philanthropy or social responsibility.

Undoubtedly as a result of such efforts, Coca-Cola scores high in in-
ternational surveys of corporate public approval. Among sixty interna-
tional companies, it received the second-highest favorable ranking in the 
Philippines. It was ranked fourth in India and South Korea, fifth in Thai-
land, seventh in Myanmar, and eighth in China.13 But even within coun-
tries that welcome them enthusiastically, soda companies attract critics 
who, for reasons of politics or public health, view their marketing in a far 
less rosy light.
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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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in Israel, no Arab names appeared on the cans. The campaign did nothing 
to ease tensions in that country.14

Both Coke and Pepsi must confront views of their core products as em-
blems of American cultural, economic, and political domination if not impe-
rialism. Although a great many people in developing countries view Coke 
and Pepsi as symbols of freedom and the most enviable aspects of American 
society, others view the companies as aggressive invaders intent on exploiting 
the local population—“Coca-Colonization,” as the French called it in 1950.15

Historians record numerous instances of soda company interference in 
the politics of the countries in which they do business—in the name of pro-
tecting that business. In the early 1970s, the chairman of PepsiCo asked 
President Nixon to help protect the company’s interests in Chile, which had 
just elected a government expected to be unsympathetic to U.S. corpora-
tions. Intervention by the United States led to the eventual overthrow and 
assassination of Chile’s president, Salvador Allende. Pepsi did a similar in-
tervention in Guatemala’s internal affairs. In that country, Coca-Cola has 
long been accused of complicity in the murder in 1978 of a union leader 
who worked for the company. Coke’s labor problems in Guatemala con-
tinued well into the 1990s and elicited boycotts protesting the company’s 
alleged violence against union organizers.16

Similar events in Colombia led to creation of the Killer Coke campaign 
to stop Coca-Cola’s ongoing and allegedly violent interference with union 
organizing—actions documented extensively in books and films but firmly 
denied by the company (see Chapter 28). Figure 15.3 illustrates an expres-
sion of that campaign. Killer Coke is active on college campuses, where it 
organizes student groups to try to end Coca-Cola’s pouring rights contracts 
as a means to force the company to improve its international labor practices.17

Other examples abound. In 2003, demonstrators in Thailand poured 
Coca-Cola onto the streets in protest against the American invasion of 
Iraq. More recently, the president of Iran threatened to ban Coca-Cola in 
retaliation for economic sanctions imposed against his country, and the 
late president of Venezuela, Hugo Chávez, called on supporters to boycott 
foreign imports such as Coke or Pepsi. In India, more than a thousand 
Muslim-owned hotels and restaurants in Mumbai refused to serve Pepsi 
and Coca-Cola in protest over the United States’ support of Israel in its con-
flict with Hamas in the Gaza strip. And in 2014, in retaliation against West-
ern sanctions imposed when Russia took the Crimea from the Ukraine, the 
Russian Communist Party said that “similar measures should be extended 
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to . . . the import, manufacture, and sale of carbonated beverages such as 
Coca-Cola, Fanta, Sprite, Pepsi-Cola, whose profits are sent to the corrupt 
West.” In such situations, soda brands are perceived as symbols of U.S. 
aggression. Other international campaigns aim to change the practices of 
soda companies. A boycott campaign in Vietnam accused Coca-Cola of tax 
evasion and lack of social responsibility to its customers.18 Coca-Cola’s use 
of local water supplies has also evoked substantial international opposition, 
as I discuss in Chapter 22.

The Marketing Challenges: Obesity

Soda companies have every reason to be concerned about public health 
campaigns aimed at reducing consumption of their products. One U.S. cam-
paign, conducted by a coalition of international nongovernmental organi-
zations—the Sweet Enough Network—calls for bans on all sugary food 
products in schools, particularly soft drinks.19 A broader effort comes from 
the Global Dump Soda campaign. This is a project of American and inter-
national consumer advocacy groups in countries such as India, Japan, 
Malaysia, and Mexico. The campaign’s goals are to induce soda companies to:

 • Stop marketing sodas to children under age 16
 • Stop selling sodas in schools
 • Only sponsor physical activity or health programs that do not 

feature corporate logos or brands
 • Sell sodas in smaller portions20

Figure 15.3 Graffito on a wall in Guatemala. This screenshot comes from a documentary 
film about Coca-Cola and labor rights in Latin America, The Coca-Cola Case: The Truth 
That Refreshes, by Carmen Garcia and Germán Gutiérrez, National Film Board of 
Canada, 2009.
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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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educating individuals through dietary guidelines, food labels, and media 
campaigns about healthy eating.22

Some countries, however, are taking more forceful steps to reduce soda 
marketing and consumption. Table 15.4 gives a few examples.

Such anti-soda policies are clearly having an effect. In India, for example, 
sales of Pepsi and Coke are not growing as fast as they used to, a situation 
attributed to increasing preferences for drinks that seem healthier—fruit 
drinks, nectars, juices, and energy drinks. This is one reason soda compa-
nies are committing billions to marketing in that country. In response to 
widespread condemnation of selling soft drinks in schools, soda companies 
have been forced to create “responsible marketing” campaigns. PepsiCo, for 
example, says it “commits not to engage in product advertising or mar-
keting communications directed to students in primary schools,” although 
with exceptions for fund-raisers and educational purposes, among others.23

It is difficult to know what such commitments mean in practice, espe-
cially in light of Pepsi’s other marketing efforts. On this point, the Global 
Dump Soft Drinks campaign calls on soda companies to stop marketing to 
children in any form: print and broadcast advertising, product placement, 
Internet advertising, mobile phone messages, athletic event sponsorship, sig-
nage, packaging promotions, merchandising, and other means. Public health 
advocates have plenty of challenges to face in reducing soda intake in devel-
oping countries, but these precedents offer considerable cause for optimism.



The USDA’s Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP, familiarly 
known by its former name, food stamps), might not seem an obvious target 
for health advocacy to reduce soda intake, but it has become one, and not 
for the first time.1 Like any other welfare or food assistance program, food 
stamps elicit debate about a range of thorny issues: how to balance nutri-
tional benefits against their costs, how to ensure against fraud, and—most 
important for our purposes—how to decide which foods and drinks are 
eligible for purchase by participants. Whether SNAP actually meets the 
food needs of recipients is a matter of much less urgency to Congress.

The origins of the current program date back to the Great Depression 
of the 1930s when masses of unemployed people, unable to afford the foods 
that farmers produced, formed “breadlines knee-deep in wheat.” This is the 
phrase used to describe the ironic tragedy of that era: hungry people waited 
in long lines for food handouts while the crops and animals raised by farm-
ers rotted or were destroyed for lack of money to buy them. To take care of 
both problems—protect the income of farmers and feed the poor—the gov-
ernment issued stamps that could be used like cash. Participants were per-
mitted to use some of the stamps to buy any food except alcoholic beverages, 
drugs (and, therefore, dietary supplements), and items consumed on the 
premises. They could use others only for surplus commodities. This program 
lasted until the 1940s, when World War II greatly reduced both unemploy-
ment and farm surpluses.2

Following that war, changes in agriculture policy encouraged farmers 
to overproduce, and Congress began to consider how to use farm surpluses 
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to address reemerging hunger in the United States. In part because the 
USDA viewed the hunger problem as exceptional and temporary, it opposed 
reinstitution of food stamps. But when John F. Kennedy became president 
in 1961, his administration initiated a pilot food stamp program. Although 
studies at the time showed the pilot to have little effect in reducing farm 
surpluses, it demonstrably improved the nutritional status of participants. 
It also increased retail food sales. On that basis, Congress considered insti-
tuting national food stamp legislation.

Congressional proponents of food stamps tended to come from north-
ern states and urban regions, whereas those from farm states cared more 
about the effects of agricultural overproduction on prices paid to farmers.3 
The geographical differences suggested that coupling agricultural surpluses 
to food assistance might be politically expedient. By engaging in classic log-
rolling—you vote for my issue and I’ll vote for yours—Congress passed the 
Food Stamp Act in 1964. In 1973, Congress permanently linked food stamps 
and agricultural supports when it transferred food stamp legislation to the 
farm bill, where it uncomfortably remains. In 2008, Congress changed the 
name of the program to SNAP on the grounds that the program’s purpose 
was to improve nutrition and that the stamps had been replaced by Elec-
tronic Benefit Transfer (EBT) debit cards.

SNAP is an entitlement program: anyone who meets eligibility require-
ments can enroll. The level of participation closely tracks rates of poverty 
and unemployment. When the economy weakens, the number of eligible 
people increases, as happened rapidly following the recession in 2008. By 
the end of 2014, more than 46 million Americans were enrolled in SNAP for 
an average monthly benefit of $125. The program cost taxpayers nearly $74 
billion in benefits and administration that year, a decrease from peak costs 
in 2012. Nevertheless, from its relatively modest beginnings, SNAP contin-
ues to overwhelmingly dominate the farm bill and to account for close to 80 
percent of its total authorized expenditures.4 Its enormous cost makes 
SNAP a sitting target for budget challenges. It also forces questions about 
how well the program promotes the nutritional status and health of its 
beneficiaries.

Unfortunately for getting answers to such questions, research examin-
ing the relationship of SNAP to obesity and its health consequences is ex-
traordinarily difficult to do. Obesity-related health conditions are highest 
among low-income groups in general, and it is not easy to single out the 
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particular influence of SNAP, let alone the specific contribution of sodas. 
Nevertheless, some studies demonstrate that SNAP participants consume 
more sodas, have lower scores on indices of healthy eating, and are more 
obese than low-income nonparticipants. Other studies find SNAP partici-
pants to have slightly higher levels of obesity and metabolic risk factors for 
chronic disease than their low-income non-SNAP counterparts. USDA re-
searchers report that the overall diets of SNAP participants are less healthful 
than those of nonparticipants, in part because of higher sugar intake.5

The relationship of SNAP food purchases to obesity is a relatively new 
area of research, enormously impeded by lack of reliable information on 
how participants spend their SNAP dollars. Because all purchases are done 
electronically, such information ought to be easy to collect, but the USDA 
claims it is not authorized to collect data on SNAP purchases. Nevertheless, 
the evidence that is available suggests that the longer people are enrolled in 
SNAP, the more likely they are to be obese. This could happen because 
SNAP participants buy more food than they would if given cash, buy more 
of heavily advertised junk foods and sodas, or are affected by cycles of binge 
and deprivation brought on by inadequate benefits delivered only once a month. 
Among children, however, SNAP participation is associated with better nu-
trient intake with no effect on the prevalence of obesity.6 The apparent shift in 
the overall condition of adult SNAP participants from nutritional inade-
quacy to overweight and obesity raises questions about whether SNAP dol-
lars should continue to be permitted to pay for foods—particularly sodas—
that contribute to poor health.

HOW SODAS GOT INTO SNAP

Why SNAP participants can buy sodas with SNAP benefits and why retail-
ers can accept SNAP dollars for sodas requires explanation. In proposing 
the Food Stamp Act of 1964, Congress specified items that could not be 
purchased with public funds. At first, the House put soft drinks in the same 
ineligible category as alcohol, tobacco, and foreign agricultural products. 
The Senate, however, rescued sodas from the exclusion list because they 
were used in hospitals for medical purposes and “hungry persons will not 
spend much money for these items unless needed.” Arguing against this 
rescue was Sen. Paul Douglas (D-Ill.):
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 mr. douglas. I do not want to include Coca-Cola or Pepsi-Cola or 
any of that family. I like them myself, but I do not believe they should 
be permitted to be substitutes for milk. They are not valuable for the 
diet. They can be a waste of money especially for young people. . . .  
I [also] move to include carbonated soft drinks among the items for 
which food stamps may not be issued.

mr. ellender. [Allan Ellender, D-La.]. Mr. President, I hope the 
Senate will reject the amendment. . . . I believe it should be left to the 
people who have the stamps to decide what they wish to buy. We have 
excluded alcohol and tobacco; I think we have gone far enough.

mr. douglas. Mr. President, I should like to speak concerning the 
proposal. . . . If we include them [carbonated soft drinks], this will be 
used as propaganda against an otherwise splendid and much needed 
measure. I want to help the poor and hungry and not sacrifice them 
for Coca-Cola. The Senator knows that these have no nutritional 
value—none at all. . . . I hesitate to use such language, but the only 
benefit I can see in the present language is that it will increase the 
sales of the Coca-Cola and other cola and soft drink companies.7

Douglas’s objection failed. Today, SNAP participants may not use their EBT 
cards to buy beer, wine, liquor, tobacco products, pet foods, household sup-
plies, dietary supplements, medicines, hot foods, or foods eaten in the store. 
They are free to buy these items anytime they like, but only with their own 
money. Soft drinks, along with candy, cookies, snack crackers, and ice cream, 
remain fully eligible. As discussed below, the soda industry continues to 
lobby against adding sodas to the SNAP-ineligible category, and every at-
tempt to date has failed. Recipients are fully allowed to use their SNAP EBT 
cards for soda purchases.8

DO SNAP PARTICIPANTS BUY SODAS?

Indeed they do, although nobody really knows how much. Some stores keep 
track, but they are not obliged to reveal the data, and do not. Without data, 
we are forced to deal with estimates, and poor ones at that, not least because 
people who receive SNAP benefits can buy sodas either with the EBT cards 
or with their own money.
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The most widely quoted estimate of the SNAP dollars spent on sodas is 
$4 billion, but other estimates range from $1.7 billion to more than $6 bil-
lion. Because such estimates are based on economic models, reports from 
single supermarket chains, conjecture, or hearsay, none can be considered 
reliable.9 Nevertheless, it is a good guess that some SNAP participants use 
their benefits to buy sodas, and that the total amount they spend on sodas 
runs into the billions. In this sense, SNAP is a multibillion-dollar taxpayer 
subsidy of the soda industry.

Even more troubling, tax policies in many states give SNAP partici-
pants an incentive to buy sodas using their benefits. New York State, for 
example, imposes a sales tax on sodas. But SNAP rules do not allow states 
to collect taxes on purchases made with EBT cards. This makes sodas less 
expensive when bought with SNAP benefits than when purchased with the 
participants’ own money.10

WHO BENEFITS FROM SNAP SODA PURCHASES?

Participants are not the only beneficiaries of SNAP benefits. The benefits also 
include a transfer of $70 billion (in 2014) from taxpayers to the particular 
retail establishments—more than 230,000 of them—authorized by the USDA 
to accept SNAP EBT purchases. Large supermarkets and chain stores collect 
more than 80 percent of SNAP dollars. The USDA actively recruits stores to 
participate in SNAP, and thousands of retailers apply to share in the benefits. 
If you were wondering why chain drugstores suddenly started to sell grocer-
ies, think SNAP. When Big Lots, the nation’s largest closeout retailer, observed 
that more than six million potential customers had recently been added to 
SNAP rolls, it decided that “our business needs to provide customers multiple 
reasons to shop in our stores.” The chain added coolers and converted regis-
ters to accept SNAP EBT cards.11 Other stores have done the same.

The USDA uses two methods to authorize stores to accept SNAP EBT 
purchases. The stores either must prove that half their sales come from 
SNAP-eligible staple foods or must continuously offer for sale at least three 
varieties of each of four kinds of foods: meats, poultry, or fish; breads or 
cereals; fruits or vegetables; and dairy products. Of these categories, at least 
two must include perishable foods.12 The bananas, apples, and oranges often 
sold in participating drugstores meet the perishable requirements, as do 
frozen chicken nuggets and ice cream.
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Authorized stores advertise their acceptance of SNAP purchases and put 
“SNAP eligible” signs on coolers of such products and, of course, on those 
containing soft drinks (Figure 16.1). I asked the manager of a local Walgreens 
why his store put those signs on the cases for sodas, Red Bull, and ice cream. 
“SNAP recipients don’t know they can use their cards to buy those foods,” he 
told me. His explanation for the lack of such signs on fresh fruit: “They know 
they can buy fruit with EBT cards.” He then added, “Profit margins are higher 
on the packaged items.” Whether anyone actually buys the perishable fruit is 
irrelevant, which may explain why it is often displayed so unattractively.

Competition for SNAP dollars also explains the marketing practices of 
some of the smaller soft drink companies. Monster Energy drink used to be 
sold as a dietary supplement, which made it ineligible for SNAP purchases. 
In order to qualify, the company repositioned the product as a food with a 
Nutrition Facts label. Its chairman, Rodney C. Sacks, explained that he was 
doing this to “eliminate our competitive disadvantage in certain states, 
where energy drinks labeled as conventional food, like Red Bull, are exempt 

Figure 16.1 SNAP sign, Walgreens drugstore, Manhattan, 2013. The sign, still in use in 
2015, advertises that SNAP benefits can be used to purchase sodas. Although similar 
signs are posted near ice cream and frozen meals, none appear near the fresh fruit. 
Courtesy of Daniel Bowman Simon.
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from sales tax and are also eligible for redemption with food stamps, while 
energy drinks labeled as dietary supplements like Monster are not.” This 
repositioning may be part of the reason Coca-Cola bought a 16.7 percent 
share of Monster Beverage in 2014.13

In many stores, SNAP purchases constitute a significant fraction of 
sales. The agricultural economist Parke Wilde estimates that SNAP dollars 
accounted for more than 17 percent of all food purchases for at-home use 
from food retailers, and 10 percent of such purchases from all stores. Food 
advocacy lawyer Michele Simon says food manufacturers and retailers 
profit so greatly from SNAP that the program really is more about what 
retailers sell than what participants receive. The dependence of retailers on 
SNAP dollars explains why soda and other food corporations insist on 
choice in use of benefits, and also why they generously support anti-hunger 
organizations, whose opposition to changes in SNAP eligibility requires 
discussion.14

THE STRANGE POLITICS OF SNAP SODA ELIGIBILITY

That businesses benefit from SNAP dollars also helps to explain why advo-
cacy to remove sodas from SNAP so perfectly illustrates the adage “Politics 
makes strange bedfellows.” Groups from widely disparate sectors of the po-
litical spectrum are allied on one side or the other for reasons of their own 
self-interest.15

Those in Favor of Making Sodas SNAP-Ineligible

Removing sodas from SNAP eligibility would not break precedent. In 1972, 
when Congress established WIC, the Special Supplemental Nutrition Pro-
gram for Women, Infants, and Children, it specified that eligible foods must 
promote the health of pregnant women, breast-feeding mothers, and young 
children. WIC benefits cannot be used to buy sodas. But WIC is not an en-
titlement program, and its expenditures were less than one-tenth those for 
SNAP in 2012.16

How do SNAP participants feel about the idea of making SNAP 
choices more like those of WIC? In 2010, the Center for Science in the 
Public Interest (CSPI) asked SNAP participants and nonparticipants to 
say whether they agreed with the statement “Food stamps should not be 
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allowed for buying sugary soft drinks.” The unpublished survey found that 
nearly 60 percent of total respondents agreed, but only 30 percent of SNAP 
recipients. In 2011, New York City did its own survey: nearly two-thirds of 
SNAP respondents either supported the idea (49 percent) or did not care 
(16 percent). Among SNAP participants who said they typically consume 
sugary drinks, 59 percent either supported excluding sodas or said they 
did not care. Nearly half said they were likely to cut down on sodas if they 
could not use their SNAP benefits to buy them. Other surveys report sim-
ilar percentages of participants favoring use of benefits for healthier 
foods.17 One interpretation of these results is that a sizable proportion of 
SNAP recipients might appreciate some disincentive to unhealthful food 
choices.

In 2013, the mayors of eighteen cities wrote Congress, “It is time to test 
and evaluate approaches limiting SNAP’s subsidization of products, such as 
sugar-sweetened beverages, that are contributing to obesity.” The American 
Medical Association passed a resolution asking its members to work to 
“remove sugar-sweetened beverages from the SNAP program.” Here’s where 
the strange bedfellows appear: these groups were joined by the National 
Center for Public Health Policy, which, despite its name, is a highly con-
servative free-market think tank. The center owns stock in Coca-Cola and 
PepsiCo, and its staff members attend annual meetings where they raise 
questions about “why taxpayers are being forced by law to subsidize the 
sweet tooth of nearly 50 million [SNAP recipients]” and why soda compa-
nies are doing so much “lobbying against restricting food stamp use to 
items with at least some nutritional benefit.”18 The center interviewed Pep-
siCo’s CEO, Indra Nooyi, and reported that she

definitely understands our concerns about taxpayers subsidizing 
unhealthy lifestyles—she just prefers a different approach to curbing 
the problem . . . Ms. Nooyi thinks [the USDA] . . . should incentivize 
healthy purchases. While this is an interesting idea, it dodges Pep-
si’s role in food stamp lobbying, and there is no reason that the USDA 
and state governments can’t incentivize healthy lifestyles and restrict 
soda purchases at the same time.19

In statements like this, Nooyi appears to admit that Pepsi products cause 
health problems, but wants the government to bear the burden of prevent-
ing them.



 Advocacy: SNAP 219

Those Opposed

As expected, the American Beverage Association (ABA) says:

Education is at the core of changing behavior, not passing laws and 
regulations limiting choice. The bottom line is: it’s not the govern-
ment’s job to grocery shop for our families; it’s ours. Politicians 
should do what we elected them to do. We don’t tell them how to 
build roads and bridges using our tax dollars, and they don’t need 
to tell us what to put in our shopping carts.20

In making such arguments, soda companies are well aware that education 
and incentives, limited as they are, can do little to counter the impact of 
their massive marketing and philanthropy. Soda companies may insist that 
the government do nothing to interfere with food choice, but they expect 
taxpayers to pick up the costs of treating the health problems that result 
from poor food choices.

In 2011, the ABA hired a lobbying firm, Michael Torrey Associates, to 
deal with Congress about preserving choice in SNAP. The firm employs 
former officials of the USDA or staff of congressional committees dealing 
with SNAP legislation in the farm bill. During the 2012 election cycle, fed-
eral disclosure forms revealed substantial lobbying by soda companies on 
matters related to SNAP, especially because several states were considering 
bills aimed at removing sodas from program eligibility. The ABA reported 
that it lobbied federal officials on the need to “monitor efforts to restrict 
choice” and about “matters affecting preservation of choice” in SNAP. Pep-
siCo’s lobbyists discussed “restrictions on use of SNAP for some foods,” and 
Coca-Cola’s worked to “promote choice and fairness in SNAP guidelines” 
and to “oppose programs that discriminate against specific foods and bev-
erages in SNAP.”21

Less expected, however, are the soda industry’s allies on this issue—the 
USDA, for example. In 2007, the USDA released a position paper arguing 
against changing food eligibility requirements. Its reasons were the lack of 
unambiguous standards for defining a food as unhealthy, and program 
complexity and cost. It also cited the inadequacy of evidence that participa-
tion in SNAP contributes to poor diets or obesity, or that excluding certain 
foods would change purchase patterns. More recently, USDA researchers 
produced data demonstrating that if SNAP recipients could not use EBT 
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cards to buy sodas, they would buy even more sugary drinks with their own 
money.22 The USDA much prefers incentives for healthier options—carrots 
rather than sticks.

But the most unexpectedly vocal groups allied with the soda industry 
on this issue are advocates working to reduce hunger among Americans. 
Their objections rest on moral as well as practical grounds and are more 
difficult to dismiss out of hand. Such groups have a long and honorable his-
tory of advocating for the poor and defending federal food assistance pro-
grams against budget cuts. Yet they argue strongly against changes in SNAP 
requirements that might improve diets and prevent obesity. Such changes, 
they say, “would reintroduce the complexities, stigmas and confusion that 
we have all worked so hard to eliminate from SNAP (Food Stamps) in the 
last 30 years. It would be at cross-purposes with the basic intent . . . to reduce 
hunger, improve diets, and support families in difficult times.”23 The anti-
hunger community prefers incentive programs to promote health through 
nutrition education and improved access to fruits and vegetables.

Perhaps, but it is difficult to disentangle the moral position of anti-
hunger groups from their funding sources. When Ed Cooney, the executive 
director of the Congressional Hunger Center (CHC), told a reporter that 
changing SNAP eligibility requirements “will happen over my dead body,” 
he insisted that “people have the smarts to purchase their own food, and 
we’re opposed to all limitations on food choice.” But the CHC lists PepsiCo 
among other food companies as a “major donor.” When challenged to ex-
plain the potential conflict of interest raised by such donations, Cooney 
said: “At the Congressional Hunger Center, we do not accept funds that 
have any restrictions on them. Critics have indicated that this is an unholy 
alliance. I have no objection to that term. Those companies have access to 
members of congress that we don’t have access to, people in the Republican 
leadership. We find this advantageous.”24

The CHC is not the only anti-hunger group to actively oppose removing 
sodas from SNAP while accepting funds from soda companies. The largest 
of these groups, the Food Research and Action Center (FRAC), opposes 
even pilot projects to test the effects of excluding sodas from SNAP, and or-
ganized a coalition to lobby against such proposals. Coalition members in-
clude groups such as the CHC, but also Bread for the World, the Evangelical 
Lutheran Church, Feeding America—and the ABA. Coca-Cola contributed 
to the FRAC’s annual fund-raising dinner in the early 1990s, and PepsiCo 
and the ABA do so today. Feeding America lists PepsiCo as a “leadership 
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partner,” and Coca-Cola, PepsiCo, and the Dr Pepper Snapple Group are 
said to have contributed at least $100,000 each to that organization.25

With this kind of funding, it is understandable why anti-hunger groups 
appear unmoved by data demonstrating higher rates of soda consumption 
and obesity among SNAP participants. On the record, they argue that ex-
cluding sodas would stigmatize program participants. Off the record, they 
tell me—with considerable justification—that SNAP is highly vulnerable to 
congressional budget cuts and focusing attention on obesity makes the pro-
gram even more vulnerable. To date, attempts to find common ground 
between anti-hunger and public health advocates on the issue of sodas in 
SNAP have been unsuccessful. I view this breach between two sets of pas-
sionate advocates for the poor as evidence for the soda industry’s effective 
use of this particular divide-and-conquer strategy.

INCENTIVES: A POINT OF COMMON GROUND?

Other ways to improve the health of SNAP participants could be to “nudge” 
them toward healthier choices through education, and to reduce the cost of 
fruits and vegetables through federal or private farmers’ market and other 
incentive programs. The largest of such programs is USDA’s SNAP Nutri-
tion Education (SNAP-Ed), funded at $401 million in 2014, but delegated to 
and split among the fifty states. The state programs aim to improve the like-
lihood that SNAP participants will choose foods consistent with the Die-
tary Guidelines and MyPlate. Although the guidelines say to “choose foods 
and drinks with little or no added sugars” and a MyPlate message is to “drink 
water instead of sugary drinks,” SNAP-Ed messages do not mention sodas. 
Instead, they promote choosing more fruits and vegetables, whole grains, 
and low-fat dairy products; balancing calories; and being more active. Given 
the limited funding, I am not surprised that recent evaluations of SNAP-Ed 
show little or no association with improved food choices.26

Nevertheless, the USDA continues to push incentive programs rather 
than considering taking sodas off the SNAP-eligible list. As a result of ap-
parently successful demonstration programs in New York and other states, 
the 2008 farm bill authorized the USDA to spend $20 million on Healthy 
Incentive Pilot (HIP) projects. The USDA chose Hampden County, Massachu-
setts, as the site for a year-long study. This involved 7,500 SNAP participants 
offered a bonus of 30 cents for every dollar they spent on targeted fruits and 
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vegetables. They could use the bonus to purchase any eligible food. Prelim-
inary results of the study showed a small but statistically significant increase 
in purchases of fresh fruits and vegetables among participants. How small? 
One-fifth of a cup.27

Farmers’ markets have accepted food stamps for years. Although the 
value of redemptions increased from $4 million in 2009 to $21 million in 
2013 and the increase helps local farmers, the amount spent at farmers’ mar-
kets continues to be minuscule—less than 0.03 percent of the billions of 
SNAP dollars spent on other foods, mostly in supermarkets.28

Private groups also advocate for SNAP incentive programs. Wholesome 
Wave, a New England–based organization devoted to improving the ability of 
low-income communities to consume fresh, locally grown produce, does so 
through two programs. Its Double Value Coupon Program matches federal 
food assistance dollars, and its innovative Fruit and Vegetable Prescription 
Program underwrites the cost of directives from health care providers to buy 
more fruits and vegetables. Wholesome Wave reports that participants in 
these programs eat more fruits and vegetables. The programs reach thou-
sands of SNAP participants a year, but at a cost of several million dollars. The 
Fair Food Network’s similar Double Up Food Bucks program works in gro-
cery stores as well as farmers’ markets but is limited to Detroit and other 
Midwest cities. The double-value idea made it into the 2014 farm bill, which 
provided $100 million for this purpose. Getting this program into the farm 
bill was an impressive achievement and is wonderful for farmers’ markets, but 
its ability to improve overall SNAP food purchases remains minimal.29

Another organization, SNAP Gardens, takes a different approach: edu-
cating SNAP participants to use their benefit cards to buy food-producing 
plants and seeds. Its founder, Daniel Bowman Simon, discovered a little-
known provision in the 1973 food stamp legislation that permits this usage. 
Today, farmers’ markets and community gardens throughout the country 
are partners in this effort (Figure 16.2).30

Taken together, these programs succeed in increasing fruit and vege-
table purchases among a relatively few SNAP participants to a limited 
extent. They are expensive to run, reach thousands—not millions—of par-
ticipants, and account for a tiny fraction of total purchases made with SNAP 
benefits. A study using mathematical models to compare bans on soda 
SNAP purchases with subsidies for fruits and vegetables concludes that 
subsidies are more likely to increase consumption of the subsidized foods, 
but that bans are far more likely to reduce obesity.31
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ADVOCACY: NEW YORK CITY’S WAIVER ATTEMPT

In October 2010, New York State asked the USDA to waive its rules to allow 
a small pilot experiment in New York City: block the use of SNAP benefits 
to buy sodas. Specifically, city officials wanted to see what would happen if 
they excluded “sweetened beverages containing more than 10 calories per 
cup (exempting fruit juice without added sugar, milk products, and milk 
substitutes).” Based on Nielsen marketing data and other studies, the city 
estimated that its 1.8 million SNAP participants had used their EBT cards to 
buy $75 to $135 million worth of sugar-sweetened beverages in 2009.32

In an opinion piece in the New York Times, city health commissioner 
Dr. Tom Farley and state health commissioner Dr. Richard Daines pointed 
to the high prevalence of obesity and diabetes among New York City adults 
and children and their associated medical costs. They said:

Every year, tens of millions of federal dollars are spent on sweetened 
beverages in New York City through the food stamp program—far 
more than is spent on obesity prevention. This amounts to an 
enormous subsidy to the sweetened beverage industry. . . . The city’s 
proposed program would not reduce participants’ food stamp 
benefits or their ability to feed their families a nutritionally ade-
quate diet. They would still receive every penny of support they 
now get, meaning they would have as much, if not more, to spend 

Figure 16.2 Poster promoting use of SNAP benefits to buy seeds and food plants. The 
advocacy group SNAP Gardens encourages participants in the USDA’s Supplemental 
Nutrition Assistance Program to grow their own food. Courtesy SNAPgardens.org.
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on nutritious food. And they could still purchase soda if they 
chose—just not with taxpayer dollars.33

The SNAP waiver request followed several other health proposals initiated 
by the city’s health department with the backing of its mayor, Michael 
Bloomberg. During Bloomberg’s first term in office, the city expanded its 
smoking ban to indoor public places, banned trans fats in restaurants, and 
established a national precedent in requiring chain restaurants to post cal-
ories on menu boards. The city imposed stricter rules on food sold in schools 
and supported the state’s unsuccessful efforts to tax sodas (see Chapter 26). 
The health department created poster campaigns designed to reduce soda 
consumption, among them advertisements showing packets of sugar turning 
into fat in a soda cup, and others illustrating how much walking is necessary 
to work off soda calories and the health benefits of reducing portion sizes 
(see examples in Figures 17.1 and 25.1).

City officials believed their petition addressed issues that caused the 
USDA to reject a similar request from Minnesota in 2004. In denying the 
earlier attempt, the USDA stated that excluding junk foods from eligibility 
would stigmatize food stamp recipients, lead to confusion and embarrass-
ment in the checkout aisle, and perpetuate the myth that participants do 
not make wise food purchasing decisions. New York health officials directly 
addressed concerns about stigma. They argued that numerous items are al-
ready excluded from purchase with SNAP benefits, and extending that list 
could hardly make a difference. They also intended to conduct a rigorous 
evaluation of the pilot project. Research, they said, is essential to resolve 
questions about stigmatization and whether excluding sodas could improve 
public perceptions of SNAP.34

The ABA objected: “This is just another attempt by government to tell 
New Yorkers what they should eat and drink.” It encouraged trade associa-
tions for the snack food, candy, grocery retail industries—and anti-hunger 
groups—to lobby against the proposal. On the grounds that treating SNAP 
participants differently from other customers would be unfair, the ABA in-
duced eighteen members of the Congressional Black Caucus to urge the 
USDA to reject the waiver. At this point, it will not surprise you to learn that 
Coca-Cola and PepsiCo contribute generously to the Congressional Black 
Caucus Foundation—Coke in the $250,000 to $500,000 range and Pepsi 
between $100,000 and $250,000. Caucus members, of course, deny that the 
contributions influence their opinions on such issues.35



 Advocacy: SNAP 225

In August 2011, the USDA denied the waiver request. It said the pro-
posed pilot was too large and complex, did not resolve operational chal-
lenges, lacked a clear and practical means to determine product eligibility, 
and failed to include strong measures of soda purchases, consumption, and 
total calorie intake. Furthermore, because the USDA was already involved 
in the Massachusetts Healthy Incentives Pilot, it would be imprudent to re-
verse policy while the evaluation of that project was still ongoing.36 Mayor 
Bloomberg’s response was short but to the point:

We think our innovative pilot would have done more to protect 
people from the crippling effects of preventable illnesses like dia-
betes and obesity than anything being proposed anywhere else in 
this country—and at little or no cost to taxpayers. We’re disap-
pointed that the Federal Government didn’t agree and sorry that 
families and children may suffer from their unwillingness to ex-
plore our proposal. New York City will continue to pursue new and 
unconventional ways to combat the health problems that affect 
New Yorkers and all Americans.37

By the end of 2012, seven other states had made similar waiver requests. The 
USDA rejected all of them, arguing that only Congress has the authority to 
decide which foods are ineligible for SNAP purchases. By mid-2014, at least 
fifteen states had introduced bills to exclude sodas from SNAP purchases, but 
USDA secretary Tom Vilsack was not encouraging. In a speech in South Car-
olina he stated, “The alternative may not be to restrict, but to incent.” He 
meant that his agency greatly preferred the far less controversial Healthy In-
centives and double-value approaches, despite their minimal impact and high 
cost.38 The goal of getting sodas out of SNAP remains wide open for advocacy.

ADVOCATE: REMOVE SODAS FROM SNAP ELIGIBILITY

Understand the Issue

 • The contribution of sodas to poor health is well established.
 • The WIC program sets a precedent in establishing foods eligible for 

purchase: it excludes sodas.
 • Several foods and other items are already excluded from SNAP 

purchase.
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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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Take Action

SNAP is the most important food assistance program in the United States. 
No matter how advocates feel about soda eligibility, they want the program 
to be better funded and more effective. All advocates want to ensure an ad-
equate safety net for those in need. While working to maintain adequate 
SNAP funding and to stave off congressional attempts to cut the program’s 
budget, public health advocates can:

 • Join and support organizations working on SNAP issues
 • Require retailers to provide data on foods purchased with SNAP
 • Promote city and state campaigns for SNAP waivers
 • Encourage local farmers’ markets to accept EBT payments
 • Lobby Congress and the USDA to remove sodas from SNAP 

eligibility
 • Build coalitions around this issue with health, medical, and anti-

hunger advocacy groups
 • Organize communities of SNAP participants to build support for 

soda exclusion
 • Frame soda advocacy as part of a broader commitment to address 

the needs of the underserved
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Companies such as Coca-Cola and PepsiCo must meet fiscal goals and 
answer to boards of directors and shareholders but also are expected to 
engage in corporate social responsibility (CSR), a term that I use here to 
refer to efforts to promote some social good—above and beyond legal re-
quirements—aimed at benefiting employees, consumers, communities, or 
the environment. Soda companies publicize their CSR activities in annual 
sustainability reports. As Coca-Cola explains, the company’s CSR initia-
tives “create value for shareowners while enhancing well-being for people 
and communities around the globe . . . [They grow] our business by making 
a difference wherever our business touches the world and the world touches 
our business.”1

PepsiCo asserts that “what is good for society and what is good for 
business can and should be the same. . . . This is the cornerstone of our Per-
formance with Purpose mission: that our long-term profitable growth (our 
Performance) is linked intrinsically to our ability to deliver on our social 
and environmental objectives (our Purpose).” As part of its philanthropic 
mission, Dr Pepper Snapple says it will “contribute a total of 100,000 volun-
teer hours and attain an annual giving level of $10 million in charitable cash 
donations, with the majority of support focused on fit and active lifestyles, 
environmental sustainability, emergency relief and hometown giving.” The 
Coca-Cola and PepsiCo Foundations rank among the top fifty in the amounts 
given. In 2014, the Coca-Cola Foundation ranked number eleven (at nearly 
$70 million), and the PepsiCo Foundation ranked number thirty-one (more 
than $25 million).2

17
Marketing Corporate Social 
Responsibility
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But, you may ask, aren’t foundations different from and independent of 
the related corporations? At one time they may have been, but no longer. As 
some critics put it, “Corporate charity is no longer a garnish, an optional 
nicety, but instead sits at the center of the corporate plate, an integral ele-
ment of a firm’s core business strategy.”3

As these chapters demonstrate, the corporation and its foundation op-
erate as a single unit and their goals are indistinguishable. In any case, the 
amounts spent by soda foundations are dwarfed by the amounts spent on ad-
vertising. CSR disguises the primacy of corporate financial goals, allowing the 
American Beverage Association (ABA) to instead point to the soda industry’s 
“longstanding commitment to its customers, consumers and communities.”4

The return to soda companies from this generosity is considerable. 
CSR demonstrably creates a “health halo.” Studies confirm that the public 
views food products marketed by firms with strong CSR reputations to be 
healthier. This halo effect is so strong that it induces people to underesti-
mate the calorie content of products associated with CSR and to eat more of 
them—even when given objective nutrition information.5

This finding explains why CSR is such a critical component of the soda 
industry’s business strategy, one driven by pressures to tax, restrict, or ban 
sodas as a means to reduce their impact on health and the environment. A 
basic commitment to CSR requires companies to monitor compliance with 
international ethical, legal, and economic standards of employment and op-
eration, but soda companies do more. They engage in philanthropy and 
partnerships—“softball” tactics that link business objectives to social and en-
vironmental causes. Philanthropic partnerships are so important to industry 
growth that they have created a niche. There now exists a sponsorship industry 
made up of consultant groups whose entire purpose is to evolve “new and 
better ways for companies and brands to partner with organizations and 
events throughout sports, arts, entertainment, associations and causes—for 
mutual benefit.”6

Although CSR philanthropy helps recipients engage in worthy causes, 
its underlying purpose is to create a favorable corporate image and promote 
sales. When considering the effects of soda company CSR, it helps to keep 
some caveats in mind:

 • The business purpose of CSR is to win friends, promote brand 
loyalty, silence critics, head off regulation, and accumulate moral 
credit—and to create the illusion that the products are healthier.
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 • Soda companies may spend millions on CSR causes, but they spend 
billions to market their products and many more millions to protect 
business interests through lobbying and other “hardball” tactics, as 
explained in later chapters.

 • If CSR programs do not lead to measurable sales increases, they are 
soon dropped.

Some years ago, Dr. David Ludwig, a pediatrician who specializes in 
working with obese children, and I had this to say about CSR:

With respect to obesity, the food industry has acted at times con-
structively, at times outrageously. But inferences from any one 
action miss a fundamental point: in a market-driven economy, in-
dustry tends to act opportunistically in the interests of maximizing 
profit. . . . While visionary CEOs and enlightened food company 
cultures may exist, society cannot depend on them to address obe-
sity voluntarily, any more than it can base national strategies to 
reduce highway fatalities and global warming solely on the good-
will of the automobile industry. Rather, appropriate checks and 
balances are needed to align the financial interests of the food in-
dustry with the goals of public health.7

I deal with the question of appropriate checks and balances in later chap-
ters. For now, let’s consider CSR as a marketing strategy, although one so 
complicated and extensive that it takes me six chapters to explain. Coca-
Cola and PepsiCo discuss their CSR achievements in reports to investors 
and the public. These reports describe CSR activities so vast in number and 
scope that I must resort to a cliché: they leave no stone unturned. No pos-
sible recipient of soda industry philanthropy is too small or too local for 
soda companies to ignore as a potential ally.

For the purposes of this section of the book, I find it convenient to 
define soda CSR as indirect—“softball”—marketing linked to four socially 
responsible goals:

 1. Promote health
 2. Invest in communities
 3. Support worthy causes
 4. Protect the environment
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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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amount of added sugar per serving in certain of its global beverage brands 
by 25 percent by 2020, and to “increase the range of foods and beverages 
that offer solutions for managing calories, such as reduced portion sizes.” 
Today, through its Global Citizenship initiatives, the PepsiCo Foundation 
supports programs that “encourage healthy lifestyles and improve the avail-
ability of affordable nutrition.” The foundation provided $1 million in grants 
for those purposes in 2012.8

In 2013, Coca-Cola similarly broke precedent and directly addressed 
linkages between its products and obesity. It produced advertisements stat-
ing the company’s new position: “We’d like people to come together on some-
thing that concerns all of us, obesity. The long-term health of our families 
and our country is at stake, and . . . we can play an important role.” To do so, 
Coke said it would:9

 • Offer low- or no-calorie beverage options in every market
 • Provide transparent nutrition information and list calories on the 

front of package labels
 • Support physical activity programs in every country in which it 

does business
 • Market responsibly, including no advertising to children under 12 

anywhere in the world

As is evident from such promises, soda companies would like to be 
viewed as part of the solution to obesity rather than its cause. This takes 
some doing. They can and do produce artificially sweetened beverages and 
those with less sugar or packaged in smaller sizes, promote personal choice 
and physical activity, and emphasize the importance of hydration and cal-
orie balance. What they do not do is commit to pulling back on the making 
and aggressive marketing of less healthful beverages or larger-size pack-
ages, or on their behind-the-scenes “hardball” activities to stave off regula-
tion. Early in 2015, the ABA announced that in partnership with the U.S. 
Conference of Mayors it was awarding nearly half a million dollars to six 
cities—among them Lima, Ohio, and North Miami, Florida—for their “out-
standing programs that encourage healthy weight through balanced diet 
choices and regular physical activity.”10

For business reasons, soda companies must appear concerned about 
health, but investment analysts are dubious about the value of such initia-
tives. Calvert Investments, a fund management firm that uses “sustainability 
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as a platform to create value for investors,” believes that Coca-Cola’s commit-
ments to combat obesity put its profits at risk. It says, “Stakeholders and in-
vestors will be monitoring the company closely to ensure that these pledges 
are followed, and will pressure the company to make additional commit-
ments. And while these commitments are robust, global sales of no- and 
low-calorie sodas are also sharply down, calling into question the long-term 
viability of this strategy.”11 With financial issues ever in mind, let’s take a look 
at some of the soda companies’ health-promoting initiatives.

Expand the Portfolio of Low- and No-Calorie Beverage Options

Coca-Cola says that “for consumers who want low- or no-calorie options, 
we offer more than 800 options—nearly 25 percent of our global port-
folio. . . . Since 2000, our average calories per serving have decreased by 9 
percent globally.” Dr Pepper Snapple states that “in 2012 we exceeded our 
goal to have 50 percent of our innovation pipeline dedicated to health and 
wellness, with a full 55 percent of the pipeline focused on reducing calories, 
offering smaller sizes and improving nutrition. At DPS, we firmly believe 
consumers have the right to make beverage choices that fit their lifestyles.”12

Pepsi, as I noted earlier, promises a 25 percent reduction in sugars in its 
drinks, but only in certain brands in certain countries, and not until 2020. 
Nevertheless, Pepsi works hard to position itself as a wellness company. It 
publishes a guide to weight management through energy balance focused 
on a “small changes” approach to weight loss: “Since drinking a diet bev-
erage can save about 100 calories per 8 oz serving . . . diet beverages are a 
useful way to reduce calorie intake.” By Pepsi’s interpretation of the science, 
diet drinks help you lose weight, and any suggestions to the contrary are 
mistaken, although its guide does admit that “more research is needed to 
examine the role of low calorie sweeteners in preventing weight gain in 
normal weight subjects.” Fortunately for Pepsi, Coca-Cola comes to the 
rescue. The company sponsors research studies designed to prove how well 
low-calorie sweeteners help prevent and manage obesity-related diabetes 
(Chapter 19 has more to say about soda-sponsored research).13

Diet drinks can be a hard sell. Artificial sweeteners are not natural 
components of foods and convey bitter aftertastes; none of them tastes as 
good as sugar. Although most studies confirm that artificial sweeteners are 
safe in amounts commonly consumed, the chemicals continue to raise end-
less suspicions about their potential harm to health. In 2013, in an effort to 
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counteract declining sales, Coca-Cola embarked on a campaign to defend 
the safety of its sweeteners: “Time and again, these low- and no-calorie 
sweeteners have been shown to be safe, high-quality alternatives to sugar. In 
fact, the safety of aspartame is supported by more than 200 studies over the 
last 40 years.” Lest scientists question the safety of these chemicals, the ABA 
sponsors breakfast sessions at meetings of the American Society of Nutri-
tion to set “the record straight on low- and no-calorie sweeteners.”14

The soda industry has reason to be concerned about negative percep-
tions of diet drinks. Sales of artificially sweetened sodas in the United States 
have been falling even faster than those of sugar-sweetened drinks, leading 
companies to scramble to find sweeteners perceived to be healthier. One 
such sweetener is stevia, a chemical extracted from the leaves of Stevia re-
baudiana. In 2013, Coca-Cola introduced Coca-Cola Life to Chile and 
Argentina. This drink, sweetened with stevia, has “only” two-thirds the cal-
ories in regular Coke, is marketed as natural, and is sold with green labels 
and green cans. A year later, the company launched the product in Britain 
and the United States. PepsiCo introduced its own stevia-sweetened ver-
sion, Pepsi NEXT, in Europe, but it is sweetened with sucralose (Splenda) in 
the United States. Skeptics suggested that Coca-Cola and PepsiCo had ulte-
rior motives in marketing these products, at least in the United Kingdom. 
Nobody expected them to sell well. Their purpose was to make the compa-
nies appear to be responding to promises to reduce the calories in soda.15

Market Smaller Sizes

Every chance I get, I point out that smaller portions have fewer calories—
something not intuitively obvious, as I discussed earlier. Smaller portions fit 
with “eat less” weight-loss strategies, and most people do not consume mul-
tiples of small containers at the same occasion. So I was happy when both 
Coke and Pepsi introduced 7.5-ounce minicans with fewer than 100 calories 
in 2009. Both companies set the selling price higher than the cost per volume 
of larger cans, but low enough to encourage sales—about 50 cents each, al-
though always in multipacks. The minicans sold well, and by 2014, this 
strategy was contributing nicely to corporate profits. Business analysts, how-
ever, fretted that repositioning sodas as occasional treats to be consumed in 
small amounts would not do much for long-term corporate growth: “For all 
their adorableness, the petite containers are never going to replace the jumbo 
sizes in the grocery aisle, or the 50-ounce Double-Gulps at 7-Eleven. Regular 
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cans and 2-liter bottles still account for 75 percent of Coca-Cola’s soda sales 
in the U.S.”16 This last point explains why soda companies so fiercely opposed 
New York City’s attempt to set a cap on soda sizes (Chapter 25).

Educate the Public About Key Concepts

In Chapter 8, I talked about how soda companies responded to the threat of 
obesity by reframing the issues to deflect attention from the harm caused by 
their products. Here are some ways they promote those frames.

Energy balance. In 2012, Coca-Cola gave the city of Chicago a $3 mil-
lion grant for a wellness initiative offering nutrition education and exercise 
classes to help fight obesity. The company sponsors more than 280 such 
programs in more than 115 countries, and plans to provide similar programs 
in every country in which it does business by 2015. What do these programs 
teach? “Balance, variety and moderation are the fundamentals of good nu-
trition. All calories count.”17 As Coca-Cola explains:

We agree with the widespread consensus that weight gain is prima-
rily the result of energy imbalance—too many calories consumed 
and too few expended. No single food or beverage alone is respon-
sible for people being overweight or obese. But all calories count, 
regardless of the source—including those in our beverages. All of 
our products can be part of an active, healthy lifestyle that includes 
a sensible, balanced diet and regular physical activity.18

In 2014, a Coca-Cola advertisement emphasized that it only takes 23 minutes 
of riding a bicycle to work off the 140 calories in a 12-ounce Coke (if you weigh 
140 pounds).19 Pepsi’s weight management guide also emphasizes that “energy 
balance is the critical factor regardless of the food or beverage sources.”

Strictly speaking, these assertions are correct. As a nutritionist and co-
author of a book called Why Calories Count, I thoroughly agree that bal-
ance, variety, and moderation are fundamental principles of healthful diets, 
and that weight gain results from caloric imbalance. But soda companies 
are using these principles to make you forget about their marketing of 
sugary drinks and the overconsumption that results, actions that override 
normal physiological controls of hunger and satiety.20

Coca-Cola websites and advertisements say things like “We promote 
active, healthy living. We are committed to bringing real choice to consumers 
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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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each day, including water, milk, juice, tea, sports drinks and soft drinks to 
meet their hydration needs. For all the appeal beverages generate from a 
taste standpoint, it’s easy to forget they exist for an essential reason.” Soft 
drinks, by this argument, are essential.

A pamphlet using the same arguments, written by Spanish physicians 
and “published with the collaboration of Coca-Cola,” was distributed at the 
annual meeting of the Academy of Nutrition and Dietetics in 2013. Aimed 
at health and nutrition professionals, the pamphlet, Hydration in the Work-
place, advises people doing heavy work in hot weather to replace fluids with 
cold water and soft drinks every twenty minutes.23 In its annual sustaina-
bility report, Coke says, “We provide hydration choices and educate con-
sumers about them.” By this, Coke means that when you are thirsty, you can 
drink any of its beverage products—from bottled water to full-sugar Coke—
and any one of them will be more fun to drink than tap water. PepsiCo dis-
tributed a similar pamphlet at the academy’s annual meeting in 2014.

Education about calorie balance and hydration focuses squarely on per-
sonal choice. The companies provide beverage options; the choice is yours. 
To help you choose, both Coke and Pepsi list calorie information on the 
front of cans and nonreturnable bottles. Sizes up to 20 ounces list total cal-
ories. Above 20 ounces, the packages display the much less helpful calories 
per serving. In 2012, the ABA launched its Calories Count Vending Pro-
gram. This puts a reminder that “calories count” on vending machines, and 
adds calorie labels to selection buttons. Dr Pepper Snapple also promotes 
nutrition education and choice: “DPS has a responsibility to our consumers 
to be transparent about our product ingredients and provide nutritional 
facts at their fingertips. It’s one of our top priorities to help consumers, es-
pecially parents, make informed decisions while they shop.”24

Physical activity. Coca-Cola says: “We are committed to being part of 
workable solutions to the problems facing society related to obesity. We 
seek to do this by assisting our associates and their families, as well as the 
communities that we serve, in promoting active, healthy living.” Coca- 
Cola’s television commercials use the slogan “Happiness is movement,” and 
the company also sponsors a great many activity programs in countries 
throughout the world. It targets such sponsorship to health professionals, 
not only in the United States (Chapter 19) but also globally. In 2014, for ex-
ample, it sponsored the fifth International Congress on Physical Activity 
and Public Health in Rio de Janeiro. Its thirty-four-country Exercise Is 
Medicine program encourages doctors and other health care providers to 
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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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when trying to lose weight. The need to reduce calories—eat less—to take off 
pounds is obvious from the math. On average, it takes about a mile of walking 
to expend 100 calories (more for people who are heavier and move more 
quickly, fewer for those who are smaller, lighter, and slower). This means that a 
275-calorie, 20-ounce soda requires nearly three miles of walking to compen-
sate. This was the point of a New York City health department campaign in 
2011 (see Figure 17.1).27 The difficulty of compensating for large numbers of 
soda calories induced Australian health advocates to protest Coca-Cola’s 
advertisements as a “smokescreen.” The ads promoted smaller portion sizes, 
low-calorie products, and physical activity but said nothing about the weight-
promoting effects of soft drinks or their marketing. Soda company sponsorship 
of physical activity programs, conclude health advocates, is public relations in 
disguise.

Figure 17.1 Poster from the New York City Department of Health and Mental 
Hygiene’s 2011 subway campaign to encourage New Yorkers to drink less soda. The 
poster makes the point that it takes a hike of three long miles to compensate for the 
calories in just one 20-ounce soda.
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QUESTIONING CSR

I am not alone in raising skeptical questions about CSR. In 2013, a study of 
Fortune 500 companies found that firms engaging in CSR are more likely to 
also engage in illegal and unethical behavior—what the authors call “corpo-
rate social irresponsibility”—toward recipients at some later point. En-
gaging in CSR activities apparently makes corporate leaders believe they 
have accumulated enough moral credit to justify less ethical behavior later 
on. The authors view the consequences of CSR-induced feelings of moral 
superiority to be so potentially risky that it advises corporations to institute 
special governance structures to counter them. Corporations, they say, 
should take firm steps to prevent executives from becoming morally com-
placent and should hold them accountable for unethical or illegal behavior 
that might occur as a result.28

In light of that research, the contradictions of CSR are more understand-
able. In 2011, public health researchers noted that soda company sponsorship 
of physical activity programs in Latin America may appear altruistic, but 
their true purpose is “to improve the industry’s public image and increase 
political influence in order to block regulations counter to their interests. If 
this industry wants to contribute to human wellbeing, as it has publicly 
stated, it should avoid blocking legislative actions intended to regulate the 
marketing, advertising and sale of their products.”29

I once made a similar point quoted by a reporter in an otherwise lauda-
tory New Yorker article about PepsiCo’s claims to have a leading role in 
public health issues: “The best thing Pepsi could do for worldwide obesity 
would be to go out of business.”30 This is a harsh statement, offered somewhat 
facetiously; long-standing soda companies are unlikely to stop making prod-
ucts that so many people like. But surely soda companies would enhance 
their credibility if they stopped marketing their products as essential for hy-
dration, stopped marketing to children, and stopped actively opposing and 
undermining public health efforts to address obesity (Chapters 25–27).

I think it is fair to question whether soda company CSR should include 
health messages at all. Soda company “healthwashing” is invariably designed 
to promote goodwill, legitimacy, and health halos, and to mask the underlying 
profit motive. But even from a strictly business standpoint, the value of CSR 
is controversial. Although some business analysts believe CSR to be essen-
tial for long-term corporate development and growth, others are deeply 
skeptical. Corporations must produce returns for investors. If promoting 
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social causes raises profits at all, it does so indirectly. I have discussed how 
Coke and Pepsi dropped their school rewards programs when sales failed to 
increase and how business analysts severely criticized PepsiCo for allowing 
Pepsi’s rank to fall to number three, with shareholders forcing the company 
to put more resources into marketing its core, sugar-sweetened products.31 
A skeptical business professor, Aneel Karnani, wrote in the Wall Street 
Journal:

Where private profits and public interests are aligned, the idea of 
corporate social responsibility is irrelevant: Companies that simply 
do everything they can to boost profits will end up increasing 
social welfare. In circumstances in which profits and social welfare 
are in direct opposition, an appeal to corporate social responsibility 
will almost always be ineffective, because executives are unlikely to 
act voluntarily in the public interest and against shareholder inter-
ests. . . . The danger is that a focus on social responsibility will delay 
or discourage more-effective measures to enhance social welfare in 
those cases where profits and the public good are at odds. As soci-
ety looks to companies to address these problems, the real solutions 
may be ignored.32

In the final analysis, Karnani adds, “social responsibility is a financial calcu-
lation for executives, just like any other aspect of their business. The only 
sure way to influence corporate decision making is to impose an unaccept-
able cost—regulatory mandates, taxes, punitive fines, public embarrassment—
on socially unacceptable behavior.” Sodas, of course, are classic examples of 
Karnani’s “profits and the public good at odds.” They have no nutritional 
value, and excessive consumption is harmful. Soda companies use CSR to 
gloss over the conflict in these goals.

To health advocates, soda company CSR seems no different from the “so-
cially responsible” actions of tobacco companies. Like tobacco companies, 
soda companies use CSR to head off regulation and refocus attention on 
personal choice. They use “moral credits” as a cover for the lobbying and 
other “hardball” strategies I cover in later chapters. The parallels suggest that 
advocacy might focus on “denormalizing” soda consumption—making it 
socially unacceptable to consume sugary drinks in anything other than 
minicans.33



Big Soda spends fortunes on sports, entertainment, and community initia-
tives to, as one consulting firm states, “establish an emotional connection 
with consumers and drive sales volume.” The companies do this through 
sponsorships and partnerships that appear to be (and sometimes genuinely 
are) philanthropic, although their underlying purpose is always to promote 
the brand.

SPONSORING SPORTS

Coca-Cola spent more than $290 million on sponsorships in the United 
States alone in 2013, PepsiCo spent more than $350 million, and Dr Pepper 
Snapple spent more than $40 million. Although some of the money is spent 
on entertainment, such as PepsiCo’s $50 million deal with Beyoncé, dis-
cussed in Chapter 14, most sponsorship expenditures—64 percent—go for 
sports. Outside the United States, of Coca-Cola’s global $300 million spon-
sorship spending and PepsiCo’s $390 million, 84 percent goes for sports 
events. Coca-Cola, for example, has sponsored the Olympic Games since 
1928 (including those in Nazi Germany in 1936) and has been an official 
sponsor of the World Cup since 1978. Table 18.1 gives some examples from 
2013.1

These kinds of sponsorships demonstrably increase sales. They also 
earn business awards for the companies.2 In response to criticism of its use 
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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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The programs listed in Table 18.2 are just a small sample of those funded 
by soda companies over the past few years. But these examples indicate the 
breadth of funding and the inherent worthiness of the funded causes. For 
many of these groups, the money from soda companies surely makes a crit-
ical difference in what they are able to accomplish. Coke, as we see, is an 
equal opportunity funder. It funds programs in Palestine as well as in Israel. 
People in both places drink Coca-Cola.

The company calls its flagship community program “5 by 20.” The 
numbers refer to the program’s stated aim—to promote the economic em-
powerment of 5 million women entrepreneurs by 2020. The company aims 
to accomplish this goal by training women in business skills and providing 
access to financial services and networks of mentors and peers. Coke re-
ports that the program reached 550,000 women in forty-four countries by 
the end of 2013. For women enrolled in 5 by 20, Coke funding provides an 
entry point into the entrepreneurial world. The company enables women 
who may have no other options to start small businesses throughout the 
Coca-Cola value chain—from fruit farmers to small retailers selling Coke and 
Coke products to artisans creating items from Coke packaging materials.6

Coke is not the only soda company to use community philanthropy as 
part of its CSR initiatives. PepsiCo reports $99 million in citizenship contri-
butions in 2012. Dr Pepper Snapple’s ACTION Nation program promotes 
“physically active, engaged and sustainable communities through volun-
teering and local sponsorships.” DPS expects its employees to donate time 
to nonprofit organizations, and says that by 2015 they will have performed 
a total of 100,000 volunteer hours and provided $10 million annually in 
charitable cash donations. This company wants community efforts focused 
on four areas: fit and active lifestyles, environmental initiatives, celebra-
tions, and emergency relief.7

These exemplary-sounding efforts mask their underlying business pur-
poses. Grants to groups engaged in worthy causes facilitate the work of re-
cipients but also encourage them to be grateful—and eager to do anything 
necessary to keep the funding coming, even to the extent of supporting the 
soda industry when it opposes public health measures. If nothing else, 
community grants buy silence about the health consequences of excessive 
soda consumption.

Sometimes, if philanthropy does not bring immediate returns on in-
vestment, the effort gets dropped. The most poignant example of this reality 
is the Pepsi Refresh Project, initiated in 2010. Pepsi offered millions of dollars 
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in grants for community projects nominated and voted on by the public 
through a dedicated website. Many millions of people voted, and the win-
ning projects received from $5,000 to $250,000. GOOD Magazine, whose 
mission is to “support and celebrate creative solutions to critical issues,” 
partnered with Pepsi Refresh and worked closely with funding recipients.8

But the program soon ran into trouble on two counts. Because PepsiCo 
was unable to monitor the integrity of submitted programs in advance, it 
had to deal with questions of fraud. It also had to deal with questions about 
core values. A Harvard Business School case study on the project quoted a 
critic: “What do Pepsi and Coke actually sell? Soft drinks; liquid with a lot 
of sugar and no vitamins. And now they want to get associated with health, 
planet, art and culture, food and shelter, neighborhoods, and education? 
Using social media? I am very sorry, but I think there is a value clash some-
where.”9

More telling, the Pepsi Refresh program had no discernible effect on 
Pepsi sales. When the sales gap became evident, the company introduced 
bonus voting points for people who showed proof of Pepsi purchases. When 
that action also failed to increase sales, the company ended the program 
and refocused its strategies on celebrity endorsements. One business ana-
lyst asked, “What are we to think about a brand that promises to make the 
world better and then drops everything when the going gets tough? . . . [I]t’s 
hard to see the Pepsi Refresh Project as anything but a well-intentioned, 
innovative experiment that nonetheless siphoned a lot of money and focus 
from building the brand’s core equity.”10

In its 2013 analysis of food company philanthropy, the Center for Sci-
ence in the Public Interest (CSPI) noted how closely philanthropy is linked 
to marketing, so much so that CSPI has a name for this strategy: “philan-
thro-marketing.” The report produced this telling statistic: for every $1 that 
Coca-Cola donated to community causes in 2010, it spent $170 marketing 
its sugar-laden beverages. And PepsiCo’s $2.3 million contribution to sus-
tainability programs in 2011 was “dwarfed by the company’s $60 million 
sponsorship of just one television show—The X Factor.”11

PROVIDING COMMUNITY DISASTER RELIEF

But surely disaster relief is free of anything but altruistic motives? Soda com-
panies are indeed quick to join relief efforts, usually in partnership with relief 
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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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SODA COMPANY PHILANTHROPY: A DILEMMA FOR ADVOCATES

In talking to people who work for international development or health 
agencies, I can see how conflicted they feel about soda company sponsor-
ship of their projects. They tell me that small businesses and kiosks funded 
by soda companies enable poor people, particularly women with limited 
options, to earn a living by selling Coke and Pepsi products or otherwise 
working in the soda production chain. They are well aware that the kiosks 
sell high-fat and high-sugar packaged snack foods along with the sodas. But 
what other options are available to these women? Hence the dilemma.

The programs do bring some women out of poverty, but at a cost. They 
force the women to depend on soda companies and to push products that 
customers do not need and often can hardly afford. The benefits to partici-
pating women rarely extend beyond immediate sales and are not necessarily 
sustainable if the women want to advance. The benefits to the companies 
are much better defined. The programs expand soda sales to hard-to-reach 
populations. They induce brand loyalty. And they protect soda companies 
against criticism that their products promote obesity and type 2 diabetes 
among populations especially vulnerable to these conditions.



In this chapter, I focus on one particular expression of the “support worthy 
causes” strategy of corporate social responsibility—the soda industry’s 
partnerships with health professionals and their associations, and its spon-
sorship of research studies in support of soda company objectives.

PARTNERING WITH NUTRITION AND HEALTH PROFESSIONALS

Soda companies expend considerable effort and expense to convince health 
professionals that sodas are merely beverages to enjoy and can be ignored as 
contributing in any special way to obesity or other health conditions. This 
strategy goes way back. In 1950, Cornell professor Clive McCay—famous for, 
among other things, dropping teeth into glasses of Coca-Cola and watching 
them dissolve—testified to Congress that the combination of sugar and 
acids in soft drinks caused tooth decay. The Coca-Cola company appointed 
a committee to respond to McCay and his fellow “food faddists, commu-
nists, crackpots, and the like.” It gave a $5,000 grant and, later, other grants 
to Dr. Fred Stare (1910–2002), then chair of nutrition at Harvard Medical 
School. Stare wrote letters stating that Coke did not cause cavities. In 1954, 
he wrote an article on teenage diets for McCall’s magazine recommending 
“soda, ice cream, or a Coke” as appropriate midafternoon snacks (thereby 
distinguishing Cokes from other sodas). Coke also funded the research of a 
prominent clinician at Emory University who demonstrated that sodas had 
no effect on teeth, and gave him a $12,000 annual stipend when he retired.1
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Today, you might expect researchers, physicians, and nutritionists who 
work with overweight patients to be among the most vociferous critics of 
soda companies, and many are. But others, alas, are not. The soda deniers 
may view sugary drinks as only a trivial part of much greater diet-and- 
exercise or social problems. Some even extol the virtues of sodas as potential 
vehicles for improving the nutritional status of desperately poor popula-
tions.2 Others may consider soda companies to be good corporate citizens 
whose iconic brands merit no special concern. Soda companies work hard—
and spend generously—to institutionalize the view that partnerships, alli-
ances, and personal friendships between health professionals and soda 
companies and their executives should raise no concerns about conflicts of 
interest.

But my interpretation is that these relationships are conflicted, and 
deeply so. To explain why, let me give four examples from 2014 and 2015. 
The first is the appointment of cardiologist Victor Dzau, former chancellor 
for health affairs at Duke University, to the presidency of the Institute of 
Medicine (IOM). During his time at Duke, Dzau came under scrutiny for 
his membership on the boards of directors of several corporations, PepsiCo 
among them, and the failure of the university to fully disclose these mem-
berships. Dzau joined the PepsiCo board in 2005. In 2009, his compensa-
tion as director amounted to $260,000. By the time he accepted the IOM 
position in 2013, he owned 32,592 shares of PepsiCo stock, valued at about 
$2.5 million. Despite IOM committees having produced reports recom-
mending reduced soda consumption, the IOM search committee evidently 
did not view financial connections with a soda company as a deal breaker. 
The IOM simply announced that “Dr. Dzau had already decided to step 
down from corporate boards before he accepted the position.”3 Whether the 
IOM under his leadership will continue to examine how sodas affect health 
remains to be seen, but Dzau’s long and lucrative relationship with PepsiCo 
appears to be a potential conflict, at least until proven otherwise.

My second example comes from Great Britain, where a professor from 
Nottingham University, Ian Macdonald, was appointed to head a commit-
tee to propose a new dietary guideline for the nation’s sugar consumption 
despite having disclosed that he received an annual consulting fee of £6,100 
from Coca-Cola for advice about diet, obesity, and exercise. Five out of the 
seven members of his committee also received funds from Coca-Cola, 
other food companies, or a lobbying group, Sugar Nutrition. The British 
Department of Health issued a statement: “Professor Ian Macdonald has 
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fully declared his conflicts of interest in accordance with the Code of Prac-
tice. He is a highly respected figure within the public health community and 
has made a valuable contribution to research into obesity and nutrition.”4 
This agency also stated its disbelief that financial relationships with Coca-
Cola might influence opinions about sugar intake. But as with Dzau, Mac-
donald arrived at his new and sensitive position with at least the appearance 
of a potential conflict.

The third example has to do with the Robert Wood Johnson Founda-
tion (RWJF), the leading U.S. funder of anti-obesity initiatives—including 
those aimed at reducing soda consumption. Nevertheless, the head of the 
foundation, Dr. Risa Lavizzo-Mourey, seems to have close ties to PepsiCo’s 
CEO, Indra Nooyi. In 2010, the RWJF-funded Trust for America produced 
an annual report on obesity that included a two-page statement from Nooyi 
on PepsiCo’s role in fighting obesity; she was one of several “policy-makers 
and experts in the field of obesity” invited to offer perspectives on the topic. 
This was an opportunity for Nooyi to quote the playbook: “We firmly be-
lieve companies have a responsibility to provide consumers with more in-
formation and more choices so they can make better decisions.”5

In 2014, Lavizzo-Mourey and Nooyi were interviewed together at a 
press event to celebrate the fulfilling of a pledge made by food and beverage 
companies to cut 1.5 trillion calories from their products. RWJF funded the 
study that validated the reduction. Although critics termed the pledge a 
“marketing ploy” and a “sham,” not least because the reduction amounted 
to just a few calories a day per person, Nooyi used the occasion to demand 
applause for industry progress, to express frustration with the “endless crit-
icism from activists who blame obesity on the food industry,” and to invoke 
the blessing of the RWJF: “If we can pass the RWJF screens, I think we’ve 
done pretty good.” On the matter of taxes and other regulatory efforts, 
Nooyi quoted the playbook: “I don’t think we want to become a nanny 
state. . . . Freedom of choice is very important.” When asked whether the 
RWJF supported such views, Lavizzo-Mourey said that the foundation had 
published reports unfavorable to industry, but when the industry did some-
thing right, it was important to “pause and say, ‘We met that goal.’ ”6 In that 
instance at least, having a connection to the head of a health foundation was 
good for PepsiCo’s reputation and business interests.

My final example: In February 2015, Candice Choi, a reporter for the 
Minneapolis Star Tribune, revealed that Coca-Cola had recruited dietitians 
to write articles and blog posts on the theme “Heart Health and Black  History 
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Month.” Each of the posts described or illustrated a minican of Coke as an 
appropriate snack. Most—but not all—of the articles disclosed that the author 
“consulted” for Coca-Cola, but only one said the article was “sponsored.” 
A spokesman for Coca-Cola explained that the company has “a network of 
dietitians we work with . . . Every big brand works with bloggers or has paid 
talent.”7

At this point, I must confess to my own experience with soda company 
generosity. I have attended sessions at annual meetings of the American 
Society for Nutrition (ASN) sponsored by PepsiCo, subscribed to and read 
professional journals supported in part by grants from Coca-Cola, given 
lectures in the PepsiCo auditorium in Cornell University’s food science de-
partment, visited soda company exhibits at annual meetings of the Acad-
emy for Nutrition and Dietetics, and once attended Coca-Cola’s glamorous, 
supermodel runway presentation of red dresses, held during New York 
City’s Fashion Week. This last event is part of Diet Coke’s ongoing partner-
ship with the National Heart, Lung, and Blood Institute, from which I have 
acquired a small collection of souvenir red dress pins. Unless I never leave 
my office, cancel my subscriptions to professional journals, and resign mem-
berships in professional organizations, it is impossible for me to avoid ben-
efiting from soda company largesse, given the ubiquity of its presence.

From these examples and the others I discuss in this chapter, I conclude 
that the reach of soda companies—personally and financially—goes deep 
into the health professional community, but these connections are hardly 
ever noticed, let alone elicit the level of critical scrutiny and ethical analysis 
that I believe they acutely deserve.

PARTNERING WITH NUTRITION AND HEALTH ASSOCIATIONS

The ASN is the premier professional association for nutrition researchers in 
the United States. It is supported by Coca-Cola and PepsiCo, among many 
other food companies, as sustaining partners. A session at its annual 
meeting in 2013 suggests why such partnerships merit critical attention. The 
Corn Refiners Association (CRA), which represents producers of high-
fructose corn syrup, sponsored a session entitled “Sweetened Beverages and 
Health: Current State of Scientific Understanding.” Speakers who reported 
consulting for Coca-Cola and PepsiCo gave talks on soda facts, solid vs. 
liquid calories, sugar addiction, and the metabolic consequences of sugar 
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and soda consumption. Their statements were so utterly dismissive of 
health concerns about caloric sweeteners that I was not surprised when the 
CRA posted videos of the talks on its sweetener research website. You can 
watch the presentations and judge for yourself whether they reflect unbi-
ased accounts of the research.8

Food and beverage company sponsorship is deeply embedded in the 
activities of the Academy of Nutrition and Dietetics (AND), the organiza-
tion of professional dietitians formerly known as the American Dietetic As-
sociation—so much so that it became the subject of an investigative report 
by Michele Simon in 2013. Her report described soda companies’ exhibits at 
AND’s annual meeting, as well as their sponsorship of continuing educa-
tion activities. The organization provides continuing education credits to 
members who attend lectures by sponsored speakers who explain why 
sugar is not harmful to children and why school nutrition standards that 
exclude sodas are unnecessarily restrictive. AND gives its corporate part-
ners “the right to co-create, co-brand an Academy-themed informational 
consumer campaign.” Through this mechanism, AND endorses Diet Coke’s 
Heart Truth Campaign, featuring the red dresses and souvenir pins. A re-
porter who interviewed dietitians attending an AND convention in Califor-
nia found hardly any who realized that scientific sessions were sponsored 
by food companies.9

Both Coca-Cola and PepsiCo are “premier” sponsors of AND. Coca-
Cola engages with AND through the company’s Beverage Institute for Health 
and Wellness (BIHW), which AND authorizes to provide continuing edu-
cation credits for dietitians and nurses. As Coke explains, the Beverage In-
stitute

is part of The Coca-Cola Company’s ongoing commitment to use 
evidence-based science to advance knowledge and understanding 
of beverages, beverage ingredients, and the important role that 
active healthy lifestyles play in supporting health and wellbe-
ing . . . [It] supports the educational needs of health professionals 
by sponsoring free continuing professional education (CE/CPE) 
programs led by recognized experts in fields such as nutrition, 
medicine, nursing, physical activity, behavior change, toxicology 
and various food science disciplines. All BIHW-sponsored CE/
CPE programs meet the professional education standards of the 
Commission on Dietetic Registration (CDR).10
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The cozy relationships between Coke, Pepsi, and the academy are so blatant 
that they inspire satire. An example is shown in Figure 19.1.11

In 2013, PepsiCo’s exhibit at the AND conference promoted a “mobile-
based, interactive game that will challenge your wits and give you the 
chance to win fantastic rewards. All you have to do is visit the Check-In 
kiosk . . . and immediately start earning points to win amazing prizes.” Coca-
Cola’s BIHW offers a long list of programs available for continuing profes-
sional education credits. Among them are sessions on topics such as these 
(with my translations of the take-home messages):12

 • Energy balance [soda calories don’t count]
 • Mindful eating [soda companies are not responsible for what you eat; 

you are]
 • Physical activity [you can ignore soda calories]
 • Hydration [sodas are an excellent substitute for water]
 • Myths about children’s dietary recommendations [sodas are fine for 

kids]

Figure 19.1 That soda companies sponsor the Academy of Nutrition and Dietetics is 
fodder for satire. The Soda Pop Board of America is entirely fictitious, but Coke and 
Pepsi’s “wellness” partnerships with the academy are not. Courtesy of Robert Hutkins, 
University of Nebraska. The parody advertisement is from marketing executive R. J. 
White, used with permission.
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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
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companies: “We are a group of concerned dietetics professionals advocating 
for greater financial transparency, as well as ethical, socially responsible, and 
relevant corporate sponsorships within the Academy of Nutrition and Die-
tetics. . . . We do not think Coca-Cola, PepsiCo, Kellogg’s, and other Big Food 
giants should sponsor the country’s largest nutrition organization.”13

Other sponsorships also have incited organized protest. When Coca-
Cola gave a grant to the American Academy of Family Physicians (AAFP) 
to pay for its educational website (FamilyDoctor.org), family practice doc-
tors in Contra Costa County, California, publicly tore up their membership 
cards (Figure  19.2). In his statement of resignation, the director of the 
Contra Costa County Health Department, Dr. William Walker, asked, 
“How can any organization that claims to promote public health join forces 
with a company that promotes products that put our children at risk for 
obesity, heart disease and early death?” Other physicians also view such al-
liances as counter to the ethical standards of family practice.14

You don’t have to think hard to understand why soda companies might 
be eager to sponsor health professionals and their associations. They want 
to head off advice to consume less soda and to encourage neutral positions 

Figure 19.2 Family physicians demonstrate against Coca-Cola’s partnership with their 
professional society. Twenty doctors in Contra Costa County, California, resigned their 
memberships in the American Academy of Family Physicians to protest its acceptance 
of an educational grant from Coca-Cola, 2009. Courtesy of Dr. William Walker, 
director, Contra Costa County Department of Health Services.
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on soda consumption—to buy silence, if nothing else. Sponsorship leads to 
“corporate capture,” the term used to explain the undue influence of corpo-
rations on public institutions or, in this case, on health professionals whose 
major concern ought to be public health.15

It is difficult to document silencing, but examples occasionally surface. 
A report on soda industry sponsorship by the Center for Science in the 
Public Interest cites several instances of how “reputable health organiza-
tions with financial ties to the beverage industry have echoed industry 
talking points, remained silent on soda issues, or actually opposed policies 
that the industry opposes.” More recently, the president of the sixteenth 
World Congress of Food Science and Technology in Brazil cancelled a 
debate on the causes of childhood obesity explicitly because it might drive 
away food company sponsors.16

SPONSORING NUTRITION AND HEALTH RESEARCH

You can most easily observe corporate capture by food and beverage com-
panies by looking at what happens when they sponsor research. Soda 
companies actively encourage scientists to apply for grants to conduct re-
search studies, and some scientists are willing, perhaps eager, to take advan-
tage of such opportunities. It is no coincidence that the conclusions of 
sponsored studies almost invariably favor the sponsor’s interest. An exami-
nation of this non-coincidence in 2007 found industry-funded studies, 
many of them dealing with sodas, to be nearly eight times more likely to 
produce results favorable to the sponsor than studies with no industry 
funding. More recently, a review of reviews of the effects of sodas on weight 
gain found soda-sponsored studies to be five times more likely to find no 
effect. The investigators said 83 percent of soda-funded reviews showed 
little or no evidence for a link between sodas and weight gain, whereas the 
same percentage of independently funded studies observed strong associa-
tions. In general, reviews funded by soda companies rarely find evidence 
for negative health effects of soda consumption. In contrast, reviews funded 
by independent sources almost always demonstrate such connections.17

The discrepancy between the results of soda-funded and independ-
ently funded studies is so strikingly consistent that anytime I see a report of 
a study exonerating sodas from harmful effects, my first impulse is to look 
to see who paid for it. It isn’t that I view industry-funded science as “bought.” 
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This situation requires a more nuanced explanation. Industry-funded sci-
entists tend to believe that such funding is appropriate and has no influence 
on how they design or interpret their research. The evidence, however, 
strongly suggests otherwise.

Research design involves choices of questions, assumptions, methods, 
and controls. It is not difficult to conduct a study that appears to meet high 
scientific standards, yet fails to include necessary controls that might lead to 
more critical conclusions or interpretations. Well-trained scientists know 
that for every study they do, they must take special care to control and com-
pensate for unconscious bias. Industry-funded researchers need to do this 
even more. But controlling for unconscious bias is possible only when re-
searchers recognize unconscious bias as a possibility, which many do not. 
By now, most scientific journals are so acutely aware of the biases intro-
duced by industry sponsorship that they require authors to disclose funding 
sources and other potential conflicts of interest. Disclosure makes it easier 
to check for sponsorship, but it is not sufficient to dismiss concerns about 
such conflicts.

To illustrate this point, I provide in Table 19.2 some examples of sponsored 
studies on sodas and health published in medical or health journals, most of 
them peer-reviewed. Most journals demand that authors disclose such in-
formation, and they do. But in my reading of editors’ summaries of peer 
review comments, the reviewers, who are nearly always anonymous, rarely 
pay attention to sponsorship, let alone consider soda company sponsorship 
to be a sufficient cause for rejecting a paper. On the basis of the examples in 
the table, I think they should. The studies listed here were either paid for by 
soda companies or the American Beverage Association, or conducted by 
investigators who reported financial ties of one kind or another with soda 
companies. Their results firmly support industry values and business interests.

Some of these researchers consult for and have close ties to soda com-
panies. But even more distant connections—doing research at a university 
that accepts soda industry grants, for example—seem to produce results 
consistently favorable to industry. At the very least, the connections give the 
appearance of conflict of interest and call for some skepticism.

Researchers who accept food and beverage industry sponsorship 
defend the practice with little discomfort, in part because they do not view 
it as influential or conflicting. This issue was discussed at the 2013 annual 
meeting of the ASN at a session devoted to industry funding of nutrition 
research. The session, however, was sponsored in part by the International 



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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not going to give us money for research, so I have to go outside. . . . Coke 
doesn’t know what we’re doing. I guess when you can’t attack the science, 
attack the scientist.”19

Beyond such defenses, sponsored scientists criticize the motives and 
ethics of independently funded investigators whose research concludes that 
sodas do affect health. Such investigators, they charge, are victims of “white-
hat bias,” abbreviated WHB. This syndrome, they say, leads public health 
researchers to ignore studies with negative findings. Researchers affected by 
WHB, they assert, are “fueled by feelings of righteous zeal, indignation 
toward certain aspects of industry, or other factors. Readers should beware 
of WHB, and our field should seek methods to minimize it.”20

The authors who made this charge admit that they consult for Coca-
Cola and PepsiCo and are paid to advise the companies. They also disclose 
receiving “grants, honoraria, donations, and consulting fees from numerous 
food, beverage, dietary supplement, pharmaceutical companies, litigators 
and other commercial, government, and nonprofit entities with interests in 
obesity and nutrition.” One of them was the subject of an ABC television 
report probing the effects of food industry sponsorship on nutrition sci-
ence. The ABC investigators emphasized the parallels between the attack-
the-science tactics of Big Soda and those that had been used for years to 
great effect by Big Tobacco.21

In a review of studies that link funding source to the outcome of 
research on the effects of pharmaceutical drugs, tobacco, and bisphenol-
A (BPA, the endocrine-disrupting plasticizer), the bioethicist Sheldon Krim-
sky concluded that the correlation between research outcome and funding 
source may not be “definitive evidence of bias, but is prima facie evidence 
that bias may exist.”22 When you read studies funded by industry, he sug-
gests, the default hypothesis always needs to be that the results are due to 
bias. The ethicist Jonathan Marks notes that private-public partnerships 
with food companies are especially perilous because when they frame obe-
sity concerns solely as matters of personal responsibility, they inevitably 
undermine the mission, integrity, and credibility of the public or health 
professional partner. The consistently favorable-to-industry results of soda-
sponsored research provides ample evidence for such concerns.

Independently funded scientists may have biases of their own, but their 
overarching research goal is to produce high-quality, reproducible results 
that will lead to improved public health. In contrast, the goal of soda com-
panies is to use research as a marketing tool or to cast doubt on the science 
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that links sugary drinks to obesity and chronic diseases. That is why soda 
company sponsorship of research at universities should concern everyone 
who cares about scientific integrity and credibility. PepsiCo, for example, 
funds a public-private partnership with universities in the Netherlands to 
conduct research on nutrition and muscle function in athletes and the eld-
erly. Surely the purpose of this sponsorship is to focus attention on the 
output side of calorie balance. PepsiCo also funds a project at the Yale Uni-
versity Bioethics Center to establish guidelines for nutrition research using 
human subjects and to train PepsiCo research staff in research ethics. Is this 
center likely to host a debate on the ethics of marketing sugary soft drinks 
to children? I doubt it. PepsiCo funds a nutrition fellowship in Yale’s Med-
ical Scientist Training Program (MD/PhD) for a trainee whose work focuses 
on diabetes, obesity, and metabolic syndrome. It seems unlikely that any 
Pepsi-sponsored fellow will be engaged in research adding to the existing 
body of evidence that soda consumption raises risks for these conditions.23 
As Michele Simon explains:

When food companies such as PepsiCo (even when speaking 
through their own scientific experts) opine on a major public health 
problem, we are not about to hear the entire story, but rather one 
filtered through the corporate agenda, which by definition must 
promote its bottom line, and thus omit the less flattering aspects. 
That’s why no matter how many MDs or PhDs the company hires, 
or how many public health reports it infiltrates, PepsiCo should 
never be looked to as an expert on anything other than what it does 
best: marketing and selling highly processed food and beverage 
products to the world.24

SHOULD NUTRITION AND HEALTH PROFESSIONALS ACCEPT 
FUNDING FROM SODA COMPANIES?

Although in theory food company financial support should not necessarily 
bias results, opinions, or actions, in practice it appears to or does. The bias-
ing comes as a result of corporate imperatives to increase shareholder value. 
For the soda industry, partnerships with health organizations provide sub-
stantial benefits: they give credibility, increase consumer loyalty, engage re-
searchers’ cooperation, and silence criticism that the products cause harm.
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The soda industry’s “healthwashing” strategies should remind you of 
those used by the tobacco industry. That industry was well aware that spon-
sored researchers do not—and, perhaps, cannot—recognize their loss of 
objectivity. This failure of recognition is best observed in the reactions of 
sponsored researchers to the slightest suggestion that the funding source 
might influence how they design, conduct, or interpret research. Because 
the goals of health and nutrition professionals and researchers are not the 
same as those of food and beverage companies, conflicts of interest must 
always be considered a strong possibility in industry-funded research.25

At the twentieth International Congress of Nutrition (ICN), held in 
Granada in 2013, industry sponsors played prominent roles. Investigators 
from the World Public Health Nutrition Association (which refuses all in-
dustry funding) used this situation as an opportunity to probe attitudes 
about corporate funding. They compared the responses of speakers at an 
ICN scientific session funded and organized by Coca-Cola to those of 
speakers in unsponsored scientific sessions. As expected, the sponsored 
speakers generally favored food industry sponsorship and judged the ben-
efits to be greater than the risks. In contrast, independently funded speakers 
were more skeptical and generally agreed on several points:

 • Big Food uses its links with scientists and officials to distort science, 
confuse professionals and the public, provoke false debates, and 
distort reputations.

 • The public, the media, and policy makers are unlikely to respect 
information or advice that comes from researchers sponsored by 
Big Food.

 • The need for science to be funded independently is compromised 
when industry is encouraged to support scientists.

 • Overt and covert links with Big Food are against the interests of 
public health and nutrition professionals.26

In an ideal world, such issues would never arise. But given the limited 
funding available from independent sources, researchers concerned about 
the role of industry sponsorship sometimes feel that the best they can do is 
to recognize the potential for conflicts of interest, take steps to minimize 
such conflicts, and keep public health at the forefront of their professional 
actions and opinions. They know they must take special precautions to 
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ensure that the purpose of their sponsored research is more to advance 
knowledge in the public interest than to help sell sodas.27

The United Nations Standing Committee on Nutrition (SCN) has es-
tablished its own “principles of engagement” with food company donors. 
Before accepting funding, it assesses, among other items:

 • Relevance of the partnership to SCN’s vision and mandate
 • Effectiveness of the partnership in meeting SCN’s goals
 • Management of conflicts of interest
 • Transparency of the arrangements
 • Safeguards to protect public policy making from corporate influence
 • Respect for principles of human rights28

Are “the best they can do” and engagement principles like these suffi-
cient? I don’t think so. I agree with the Canadian physicians who maintain 
that “health organizations, even when desperate for money or resources, 
should avoid co-branding with the food industry. . . . When they partner, 
health organizations become inadvertent pitchmen for the food industry. 
They would do well to remember that corporate dollars always introduce 
perceived or real biases that may taint or distort evidence-based lifestyle 
recommendations and health messages.”29

When young investigators ask me whether they should accept research 
funding from Big Food, I am forced by experience to advise them that doing 
so will put their academic credibility at risk. If they publish research favor-
able to the interest of the sponsoring company, they run the risk that col-
leagues will not believe their results or respect their scientific integrity.



In its recruitment materials, Coca-Cola says, “When pride, passion and 
drive come together, you get the people of The Coca-Cola Company. We’re 
looking for experienced professionals who want to make a difference, de-
velop and inspire others, drive innovative ideas and deliver results, and who 
live our values.” Nutrition and health professionals take jobs with soda com-
panies, and not only because such jobs pay well. Some—perhaps many—
also take such jobs because they care deeply about improving health and 
nutrition and believe they can have a greater impact working from the 
inside corporations to influence policies and practices. Given the demands 
of corporate investors, I and others have doubts about the value of trying 
to make meaningful changes from within.1 To be meaningful, some of us 
think, changes must go deeper than just promoting reduced-sugar drinks 
and lower-salt snacks. Truly meaningful changes such as those in marketing 
practices, for example, are likely to reduce profits, elicit complaints from 
investors, and, therefore, be unsustainable.

To illustrate the complexities and contradictions of working from within 
a soda company, this chapter draws on a single example, that of Dr. Derek 
Yach, a South African national trained in medicine and public health. I think 
it fair to do this not only because of Dr. Yach’s prominence in the public 
health community but also because he continues to speak for the value of 
working from within food companies to address diet-related health prob-
lems. I am basing this chapter on Dr. Yach’s published writings and on my 
personal experience with some of the events described here. I also gave 
him an earlier draft of this chapter to review as well as a final draft. He 
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returned both with exceptionally gracious comments, from which I quote. 
It is worth hearing what he has to say.

Let’s begin this account in February 2007, when Dr. Yach shocked the 
international public health community by taking a job with PepsiCo as 
director and later vice president of global health policy. Why shock? Just a 
few years earlier, he had left his position as director of non-communicable 
(chronic) disease at the World Health Organization (WHO) in Geneva after 
a change in administration left him with minimal staff and authority—a 
situation widely understood as a consequence of his vigorous opposition to 
sugar industry marketing and lobbying.2

Public health advocates considered Derek Yach to be nothing less than 
heroic for his attempts to counter the marketing strategies of tobacco and 
food companies. I certainly do. He was the guiding force behind the WHO’s 
Framework Convention on Tobacco Control, an international treaty to 
curb cigarette marketing, and he continues to call for stronger controls on 
tobacco. In his writings about tobacco industry practices, he has been espe-
cially critical of the companies’ funding of scientists and research projects 
and of the industry’s deliberate attempts to create scientific doubt and con-
troversy. “The goal of the tobacco industry’s ‘scientific strategy,’ ” he once 
wrote, “was not to reveal the truth but to protect the industry from loss of 
revenue and to prevent governments from establishing effective tobacco 
control measures.”3

To reduce the worldwide prevalence of chronic disease, he would also 
have to take on the food industry. In leading WHO’s efforts to develop a 
global strategy for prevention of chronic diseases, Dr. Yach had to deal with 
food company executives concerned that an international public health 
agency would suggest eating less of their products. He assured them that 
they would be included in discussions: “We want to tap their expertise and 
reach and send a dual message that physical activity and optimal diet are 
very important.” While keeping those lines of communication open, he or-
ganized international meetings and commissioned reports aimed at setting 
limits on the marketing of junk foods and sodas to children. I attended such 
meetings at WHO headquarters in Geneva and in Treviso, Italy, at which 
participants explored ways to counter the marketing of soda and junk foods 
to children.4

At the time, Dr. Yach was also supervising the production of a consul-
tation report aimed at establishing a research basis for a global strategy to 
reduce obesity and other chronic disease risk factors. The report, published 



270 SODA POLITICS

in 2003, advised restricting intake of “free” (added) sugars to 10 percent or 
less of daily calories. Although this percentage had been recommended for 
decades by U.S. and other national agencies (see Chapter 4), it had never 
been proposed by so prominent an international agency. Sugar industry 
groups immediately went into action. They enlisted senators from sugar-
growing states to induce the Department of Health and Human Services 
(HHS) to threaten to withdraw U.S. funding from WHO. They convinced 
the HHS chief counsel, appointed by President George W. Bush’s industry-
friendly administration, to send WHO a detailed critique of the report, 
conveniently drafted by sugar industry lobbyists. When released in 2004, 
WHO’s Global Strategy on Diet, Physical Activity, and Health said to “limit 
the intake of free sugars” but omitted any mention of “to 10 percent of calo-
ries” or even of the research report behind the recommendation.5

Nevertheless, WHO relieved Dr. Yach of his non-communicable dis-
ease directorship. He gave his version of what happened in an interview 
with the BBC’s Betsan Powys:

 powys: The man behind the Strategy is Derek Yach. It should be a 
big week for him. Instead, even before the Strategy is discussed, he’s 
packing his bags and moving on. Removed from his job leading the 
assault on obesity and sidelined, he has few doubts that taking on the 
food and sugar lobbies marked him out.

yach: I was physically shifted out of an office with strong secretarial 
and administrative support, and management of about 250 staff, and 
the next day moved into an office which was very obscurely placed, 
difficult to find, no secretarial support, impossible [to] find my mail. 
Colleagues, friends, people in government [said] that there were 
pressures, particularly from some of the US interests which preferred 
to have me no longer as close to the food-related issues as I had been.

powys: Just this week came evidence he was right. A leaked email 
revealed how the World Sugar Research Organisation planned to 
make the most of Derek Yach’s departure. With the man they  
described as “hostile” gone, they now hoped sponsorship would buy 
them influence in Geneva. But whether Derek Yach was in or out, the 
fight over the Strategy report was still on.

yach: They must have paid millions to lobbyists to try and stop the 
report [from] ever coming out. They went to the director generals 
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both of WHO and FAO [Food and Agriculture Organization] almost 
on the eve of its release and threaten[ed] that WHO would lose some 
of their funds—large amounts of their funds—and got US senators to 
sign their names onto the letters where those threats were made.6

Yach took a position at Yale and, later, at the Rockefeller Foundation. In his 
comments on the earlier draft of this chapter, he explained that while still at 
WHO he knew he had to “talk to the food industry in a sustained dialogue 
aimed at seeing where we might find common cause . . . I knew we had to 
work differently with food companies versus tobacco companies and did 
so.”7 In 2005, I attended a meeting he organized in Johannesburg, South 
Africa, aimed at achieving “truth and reconciliation” between food industry 
executives and food advocates.

PepsiCo announced Dr. Yach’s appointment in 2007 with this state-
ment: “With health and wellness as our primary growth opportunity, we are 
investing in senior talent who will actively engage external partnerships 
and government and non-government organizations to arrive at policies 
that positively impact our strategy.”8 PepsiCo, in Yach’s view, had been com-
mitted to wellness since the late 1990s, when it sold off its interests in Taco 
Bell, KFC, and Pizza Hut and acquired two companies making healthier 
products, Quaker Oats and Tropicana.

In 2008, the British professional journal Public Health Nutrition pub-
lished an editorial by Dr. Yach discussing his move to PepsiCo. In an invited 
commentary on that piece, Dr. Ricardo Uauy, head of the International 
Union of Nutritional Science, said he believed “Derek is genuine in his mo-
tives and he has chosen this job as a new challenge and opportunity to in-
fluence the private sector from within.” Uauy said he had asked PepsiCo’s 
CEO, Indra Nooyi: “ ‘Why have you taken our standard bearer in the fight 
against chronic diseases? Some say he has now joined the enemy.’ Her reply 
was instant and to the point: ‘We have asked Derek to change this company; 
in five years we want to have most of our product line meet the interna-
tional standards supporting life-long health . . . if he fails we fail.’ ”9

It is easy to understand why PepsiCo would want to recruit a distin-
guished public health scientist of Derek Yach’s experience and credibility, 
but I can only speculate about why he accepted the job. The pay was un-
doubtedly generous, but, as he told a reporter, “his mother worried that he’d 
lost his mind. Didn’t he realize, she asked, that they sell soda and chips, and 
these things cause you to get unhealthy and fat?’ Yes, he said, he knew what 
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Pepsi made. But he wanted to help guide the $43 billion snack food multi-
national toward a more balanced product menu.’ ”10 In his emails to me, 
Yach also cited “the inspiring vision of a new CEO with a proven track 
record . . . [an] agreement to pursue external relationships with leaders who 
sought change . . . the potential to reach almost 2 billion consumers touched 
by PepsiCo products . . . and yes a reasonable salary.”

In his Public Health Nutrition editorial, Yach explained: “I have been 
privileged to work with the most committed colleagues in the public sector. 
Now I am finding equally committed colleagues in the corporate sector 
who share the public health community’s desire to make a difference in the 
lives of consumers. Let us work together to make that difference.”11

But what difference could he make in a company whose first priority 
necessarily must be selling and profiting from salty snacks and sugary 
drinks? Within a month of Yach’s appointment, the New York Times was 
writing about the soda industry’s new focus on healthier options. It noted 
that because of concerns about obesity, sales of traditional sodas were 
falling in the United States, and healthier drinks were now seen as the in-
dustry’s growth opportunity. A few months later, PepsiCo announced that 
it, along with ten other companies, would stop marketing non-nutritious 
products on television to children under the age of 12. Its rival, Coca-Cola, 
had already withdrawn such commercials. PepsiCo stated its philosophy 
of health and wellness in a brochure in 2007: “We recognize our responsi-
bility to encourage people to adopt healthier lifestyles—beginning with the 
products that we offer.” The brochure promoted physical activity, restated 
the company’s promise not to advertise to children under age 12, reiterated 
its commitment to voluntary self-regulation, and emphasized the growth 
opportunities in health and wellness.12

These actions might have been in place before Dr. Yach began working 
for Pepsi, but he surely must have had a hand in the 2008 letter signed by 
the CEOs of Pepsi, Coke, and six other food companies in response to the 
WHO’s Global Strategy. The companies restated their commitments to 
marketing healthier products and to continuing “our efforts with respect to 
portion control.” They promised to provide nutrition information on package 
labels even when not required, and to continue their self-regulation of mar-
keting to children: “We recognize . . . we should apply our individual marketing 
and advertising commitments on a global basis. This year, we therefore 
intend to finalize and announce plans and timetables to achieve this, together 
with appropriate independent mechanisms to monitor their delivery.” The 
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companies also said they would continue to promote physical activity and 
healthy lifestyles and “support public-private partnerships to accomplish 
the objectives of the WHO in this area.”13

Because none of these pledges broke new ground, it is difficult to assess 
what Dr. Yach was able to achieve in his role at PepsiCo. By 2011, the Wall 
Street Journal was quoting Pepsi’s CEO, Indra Nooyi, as “trying to reassure 
Wall Street that soda and potato chips aren’t taking a backseat to nutrition” 
and promising that she was only putting $50 million in direct corporate 
funding into Pepsi’s nutrition business that year. A few months later, when 
sales of Pepsi fell to third below Coke and Diet Coke, investment analysts 
became “impatient over PepsiCo’s anemic stock price” and complained that 
Nooyi’s vision to sell nutritional products—water, diet sodas, and lower-
calorie drinks—was more about public relations than reality. The company, 
investors insisted, had to refocus its attention on selling the core products, 
Frito-Lay and Pepsi. Nooyi soon made management changes and announced 
that PepsiCo would devote $500 million to $600 million in new marketing 
for its core brands.14

Although Dr. Yach’s name was not mentioned in the management 
changes, he left PepsiCo in October 2012 to take a position with the South 
Africa–based Vitality Group, which designs, promotes, and implements 
comprehensive worksite wellness programs. From that base, he continues 
to work closely with PepsiCo as an advisor on its ongoing health and agri-
culture initiatives. When asked, Yach rated his success at PepsiCo at 65 per-
cent. PepsiCo was not the problem, he said. The public was the problem. 
“What I never knew was the power of consumer demand. They just want 
this unhealthy stuff.”15 In his comments to me, he pointed out “two reasons 
for slow progress. Consumer demand was one—the other was/is the high 
price of commodities (like fruits, vegetables) required to build a healthier 
portfolio relative to heavily subsidized corn and soy.” He also noted that 
“the timing of the changes introduced at PepsiCo coincided with the start 
of what would become the worst global recession in living memory.”

In his speeches and published articles, Dr. Yach stressed and continues 
to stress the importance of food industry efforts to promote global health, 
sustainable development, and sufficient nutrient intake. The industry, he 
says, deserves credit for providing nutritious, safe, and affordable foods that 
support health and promote improvements in economic development. In 
combatting nutritional problems, he points out, “voluntary action in the 
private sector, specifically by the food and drinks industry, can complement 
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public policies and is, in some cases, more effective than government 
restrictions.”16 With respect to obesity in particular,

PepsiCo’s pledge to remove and eliminate the direct sale of full-
calorie sodas from all schools worldwide has made progress and is 
in effect in 100 countries around the world. In the U.S., the total 
volume of PepsiCo beverages sold that are in the mid- and low-
calorie range has sharply increased from 25 percent five years ago 
to 50 percent today and is likely to reach 75 percent within the next 
five to eight years. . . . [This is] happening even in a recession, and 
it’s happening even where the pressures are high for short-term 
gains.17

I do not know whether PepsiCo is making such changes because it must in 
order to compete in today’s global marketplace or because of Dr. Yach’s inter-
vention. But by recruiting him, PepsiCo gained a distinguished, eloquent, 
and highly credible champion of the company’s business interests in the 
United States and internationally.

In the 2008 exchange in Public Health Nutrition, Dr. Kaare Norum, a 
Norwegian nutrition professor who was a key participant in the team that 
developed WHO’s Global Strategy, expressed skepticism about PepsiCo’s 
motives for recruiting Dr. Yach and suggested that his taking the job might 
have done more harm than good: 

The acquisition of notable health experts and political advisors 
provides a ‘halo effect’—or perhaps less charitably a smokescreen—
behind which to hide. This strategy has been adopted not only by 
PepsiCo, but by many Big Food companies which seem to think 
that engaging a few advisers to give their blessing to some modi-
fied products offers a solution in responding to the challenge of 
improving diet and tackling obesity. In fact, it may undermine 
greater efforts to bring about real change.18

Real change, Norum argued, would mean a commitment from PepsiCo to 
adhere to an international code—mandatory, not voluntary—to stop mar-
keting to children under age 18. Given how far the company’s actions fall 
short of this objective, I score Derek Yach’s five-year stint as a clear win for 
PepsiCo.
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DEREK YACH’S RESPONSE

As mentioned earlier, I invited Dr. Yach to comment on drafts of this chap-
ter. He wrote that he “would really hope you change this ending to take a 
broader view and ask what really could be learnt not just re sodas but about 
overall change in a massive food company—and what would have hap-
pened if the external world had been more supportive of internal efforts! In 
reality I suffered an academic boycott by many leading journals who re-
fused to even send out papers for peer review on the ground they were too 
pro industry.”

Although he manages to find prestigious outlets for publication of 
many articles, I can confirm at least one instance in which his participation 
was rejected on the grounds of pro-industry bias. In 2008, Dr. David Ludwig 
and I invited Dr. Yach to collaborate on a commentary for JAMA (the 
Journal of the American Medical Association) on the food industry’s role in 
obesity. The journal’s editors said no, and we wrote the piece without him. 
We titled it “Can the Food Industry Play a Constructive Role in the Obesity 
Epidemic?”19 Our conclusion: not likely, in view of the discrepancy between 
the goals of industry and public health. In retrospect, I doubt we could have 
come to this conclusion had he been a co-author.

Nevertheless, in assessing his accomplishments at PepsiCo, Dr. Yach 
says he was able to:

 • Play a leading role with others at PepsiCo to build a global research 
and development program “that placed salt, sugar and saturated fat 
reduction at its core”

 • Establish internal nutrition guidelines for long-term development 
and reformulation of foods and beverages, and metrics to monitor 
progress

 • Build PepsiCo’s internal capability to bring nutrition and agriculture 
together and provide greater support for sustainable agriculture

 • Initiate a range of partnerships to advance business and health goals
 • “Cajole and negotiate within industry for major efforts aimed at 

addressing obesity in the USA”
 • Engage in academic discussions about constraints on industry  

progress and about the value of well-designed partnerships, and  
“do so through participation in often hostile conferences and 
through efforts to publish in peer review publications”
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With regard to this last point, Yach said he was able to highlight “several 
realities that NGOs [nongovernmental organizations], WHO and academ-
ics rarely consider when calling for change: the relatively small contribution 
of multinationals to the total intake of foods and beverages in developing 
countries; the weakness of regulatory enforcement in most developing coun-
tries; the importance of addressing total dietary change and not just specific 
nutrients and products; and more.” His publications, Yach wrote, “provided 
insider perspectives to the academic world rarely seen or documented.”

I appreciate and respect Dr. Yach’s viewpoint, but I continue to believe 
that working from within industry ends up doing more for industry and its 
marketing than it does for public health.



More “Softball” Tactics: 
Mitigating Environmental 
Damage





In 2012, Coca-Cola sold about twelve billion bottles and cans of sodas, waters, 
and other products.1 These containers—and their contents—have to be con-
structed from raw materials, cleaned, transported, refrigerated, and, even-
tually, consumed or discarded. All of this requires vast amounts of energy 
and water, and releases vast quantities of greenhouse gases, pollutants, and 
trash into the environment. Soda company officials are well aware that their 
products deplete and contaminate water supplies, contribute to climate 
change, and generate garbage. Cleaning up the mess they create is a major 
focus of soda company corporate social responsibility (CSR). Both Coke and 
Pepsi routinely win congratulations and national and international prizes 
for such efforts.

All three Big Soda companies have established impressive goals for 
environmental protection. Dr Pepper Snapple’s are the most specific and 
immediate. By 2015, DPS says it will:

 • Improve energy efficiency and reduce carbon dioxide emissions by 
10 percent per gallon of product.

 • Increase the quantity of products shipped per gallon of fuel by 20 
percent.

 • Replace 60,000 vending machines and coolers with equipment that 
is 30 percent more energy-efficient.

 • Reduce water use and wastewater discharge by 10 percent per gallon 
of finished product.

21
Advocacy

Defending the Environment
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 • Recycle 90 percent of the solid waste caused by manufacturing 
processes.

 • Conserve more than 60 million pounds of plastic through weight 
trimming and recycling.2

Pepsi’s environmental goals also address conservation of water and 
energy and reduction of greenhouse gas emissions and package waste, but 
add promotion of sustainable agriculture. Coca-Cola’s goals do all this and 
even more. The company pledges to help protect fragile environments such 
as that of the Arctic.3 Notably absent from these pledges, however, is even a 
hint of a commitment to bottle deposit laws—incentive regulations that add 
a price penalty to the retail cost of a drink, refundable when customers 
return containers to a collection center. Such laws demonstrably improve 
recycling rates. But recycling, according to Big Soda, is not its or govern-
ment’s responsibility; it is the consumer’s responsibility.

In this chapter, I examine soda company efforts to reduce greenhouse 
gas emissions, reduce package waste, and promote sustainable agriculture 
and environmental initiatives—and the efforts of advocates to hold compa-
nies accountable for doing so. Because efforts to conserve water supplies 
and protect water quality are essential for soda production and raise their 
own issues, I deal with water separately in Chapter 22.

Soda companies spend hundreds of millions of dollars annually to fix 
the environmental problems they created in the first place. Environmental 
CSR earns them praise, moral credits, and public applause. But behind the 
scenes, soda companies lobby relentlessly to shift environmental burdens to 
users and taxpayers, and they oppose all attempts to require bottle deposits 
or to ban soda bottles and cans from protected areas. I begin this discussion 
by addressing issues related to soda companies’ environmental promises.

UNDERSTAND THE ISSUES: SODA COMPANIES’ 
ENVIRONMENTAL PLEDGES

Reduce Greenhouse Gas Emissions

Greenhouse gases—mainly carbon dioxide but also fluorocarbons used in 
refrigeration—contribute to climate change. The production of sodas gener-
ates greenhouse gases through combustion of fossil fuels to run manufacturing 
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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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Such percentages must be considered estimates, as they are based on 
unverifiable assumptions and models. Nevertheless, they pose a challenge 
to soda companies. The companies can try to reduce the carbon emissions 
caused by their use of gas and electricity, transportation, and production of 
containers, but they have virtually no control over the energy cost of sugar 
or HFCS production. The sweetener problem explains Coca-Cola’s modest 
goal: a 5 percent reduction of carbon emissions from the 2004 baseline by 
2015. Nevertheless, its efforts to reach this goal were enough for the U.S. 
Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) to rank the company as one of its 
top Green Power Partners in 2013. Coca-Cola’s rapidly expanding sales in 
developing countries, however, create high demands for electricity and gas-
oline, and its carbon footprint in those countries was 11 percent higher in 
2011 than in 2004. In some countries, South Africa, for example, it did better. 
There, Coca-Cola improved its energy efficiency by 33 percent, an accom-
plishment that earned it a Climate Change Hero Leadership Award.6

To reduce the footprint, Coca-Cola can and does attempt to control 
emissions from delivery trucks and refrigeration. The company is switching 
to more energy-efficient fuels such as electricity, natural gas, and biodiesel, 
incorporating diesel-electric hybrid vehicles into its fleet, and retrofitting 
trucks to switch off automatically rather than idling. In developing coun-
tries, it encourages use of alternative fuels. In rural Africa, for example, it 
funds projects to bring solar power to Coke kiosk owners. Such projects 
help the company by encouraging brand loyalty. Coke also promises to have 
all of its new cold-drink equipment free of fluorocarbons by 2015. For such 
efforts, the company ranked twenty-sixth on Corporate Knights’ Global 100 
Sustainability Index in 2015.7 Similarly, PepsiCo pledges to reduce green-
house gas emissions from its manufacturing plants and transport fleet by 20 
percent by 2015. The EPA gave PepsiCo its Energy Star Partner of the Year 
Award for Sustained Excellence in 2012.

Reduce Package Waste

Generating billions of bottles and cans every year creates a monumental 
disposal problem that leaves soda companies with limited choices for reme-
diation. Short of selling fewer sodas, all they can do is to reduce the size and 
weight of the packaging, or recycle and reuse the plastic and metals. A better 
option might be biodegradable packaging, but that technology is not yet 
available. In the meantime, soda companies do what they can to reduce 
package weight and to recycle materials used in production (although not 
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consumption). Pepsi reports that it reduced the weight of its packages by 
more than 350 million pounds in a recent five-year period, mainly by thin-
ning its PET bottles. The company says it recycles or reuses more than 
90 percent of its solid waste, and many—although by no means all—of its 
plants send less than 1 percent of their waste to landfills.

Coca-Cola increasingly uses a PET “PlantBottle” with 30 percent plant-
based materials such as sugarcane and molasses, and is working with bio-
technology companies to develop bottles that are fully plant-based. It 
promised to source 25 percent of its PET plastic from recycled or renewable 
material by 2015. Irony alert: it is nowhere near meeting that target. Why? 
Because the supply of recyclable PET bottles is too low. Although the short-
fall is due in part to China’s demand for PET bottles to recycle into clothing 
and furniture, the most important reason is the low level of PET bottle 
recycling. As a British report found, five billion PET bottles went to landfills 
in 2013.8

Why don’t citizens recycle soda bottles? Because soda companies and 
their trade associations have lobbied for decades against bottle deposit laws 
that might provide incentives for recycling. Here’s another irony: Coca-Cola 
invented bottle deposit laws. Way back in the early 1900s, the company’s 
glass bottles were too expensive to be thrown away. The company required 
a small deposit on the bottles, redeemable upon return. By the late 1920s, 
about 80 percent of Coke bottlers used a deposit system. As late as 1948, the 
return rate was an astonishing (in retrospect) 96 percent. But soon after, the 
companies realized that one-way cans and, later, plastic bottles would be 
more profitable. They would no longer have to collect, transport, and clean 
the returned containers. Instead, these jobs could be outsourced to local 
municipal garbage collection agencies—and paid for by taxpayers. Today, 
Coca-Cola reports lobbying to “highlight company innovations in recy-
clable packaging and work to grow packaging recovery” (translation: get 
consumers to recycle the bottles and cans they use).9 The dismal result of soda 
company opposition to deposit laws is that the average content of recycled 
plastic in Coke’s PET bottles was only 6 percent in 2014, according to Coca-
Cola’s annual Sustainability Report.10

Get Consumers to Recycle

Coke’s alternative strategy has been to encourage users of its products to re-
cycle. Indeed, the company and its foundation invest in community cleanup 
and recycling initiatives throughout the world, as shown in Table 21.2.11
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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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year, PepsiCo has committed to increasing the size of its contribution to the 
Nature Conservancy for water conservation projects. The ABA celebrates 
the soda industry’s efforts to promote recycling: “The beverage industry’s 
bottles and cans are among the most recycled consumer packaging in the 
U.S. We work hard to package our products with materials that are widely 
accepted in recycling programs and are designed to be recycled with other, 
similar materials. . . . And we are always looking for ways to do more.”13

I would find it easier to believe the companies’ altruistic motives for 
recycling if they did not persist in opposing environmental protection 
measures involving discarded cans and bottles. The ABA states its position 
unambiguously: “What is the most important factor in recycling? It’s not 
the bottles and cans—it’s you! Nothing happens unless you take the first 
step and get those recyclables to the bin.”14 The association’s position on 
container deposit laws is equally clear:

Do deposit systems work?
No. The biggest problem is that deposits focus on such a small 

part of the solid waste or litter problems. Relying on deposits to 
solve these broad and complex problems is overly simplistic and 
just won’t work. Furthermore, deposit laws effectively require that 
a whole new system be established to collect and manage beverage 
container materials—something that existing recycling infrastruc-
ture has already in place. Requiring the establishment of duplica-
tive, new systems is bad public policy.15

As summarized by one Coca-Cola regional manager, “We are not in the 
recycling business, we are in the beverage business.”16

An example of how this opposition plays out in practice involves Coca-
Cola and the Grand Canyon. During the past forty years, Coca-Cola has 
donated at least $13 million to the national park system, whose concessions 
sell sodas and bottled water. In 2011, Grand Canyon park officials discovered 
that discarded water bottles accounted for 30 percent of recyclable waste in 
the park. They announced that they were banning sales of bottled water and 
would instead provide water filling stations. The ban affected Coke’s Dasani 
water but not sodas. Even so, the company was widely reported to have ex-
erted intense pressure on park officials to withdraw the ban. By one report, 
a spokeswoman for Coca-Cola, Susan Stribling, said, “Banning anything is 
never the right answer. . . . If you do that, you don’t necessarily address the 



286 SODA POLITICS

problem.” Bottle bans, she said, limit personal choice. “You’re not allowing 
people to decide what they want to eat and drink and consume.”17

Nevertheless, park officials enacted the ban a year later. In response, 
Ms. Stribling said that although her company did not condone such bans, it 
would “continue to work to ‘find a solution that is in the best interest of the 
parks and the public.’ ” Coca-Cola, she said, “favors ‘constructive solutions’ 
such as creating more recycling programs.”18

Produce Sugar Sustainably

PepsiCo publishes a brochure devoted to its efforts to promote agricultural 
sustainability. Its pledge: “We are committed to minimizing the impact that 
our business has on the environment with practices that are socially respon-
sible, scientifically based and economically sound.”19 Its guiding principles 
are to preserve and conserve soil and to sustainably manage water, energy, 
land, and agrochemicals. PepsiCo, of course, makes snack foods as well as 
sodas. Although the brochure has plenty to say about efforts to lessen the 
environmental impact of producing corn, wheat, potatoes, and sorghum, it 
says nothing about sugar, an omission that I find rather conspicuous.

Sugar poses acute environmental problems for soda companies. The 
companies do not produce it themselves. Instead, they obtain it from world-
wide suppliers, in effect outsourcing the environmental hazards of sugar 
production. Sugar, as the World Wildlife Fund (WWF) once put it, “has 
arguably had as great an impact on the environment as any other agricul-
tural commodity.” Growing sugarcane and sugar beets involves many highly 
polluting practices. Producers of sugarcane burn fields before harvest, clear 
wildlife habitats, use and waste huge amounts of water, apply agrichemicals 
intensively, and discharge mill effluents. Indeed, the environmental impact 
of sugar production is so overwhelming that entire books are devoted to 
describing the full extent of the damage it causes.20

From an environmental perspective, the most important contribution 
soda companies could make to agricultural sustainability would be to use 
less sugar. Without that as a viable option, the companies do what they can 
to reduce the environmental consequences of soda production. Coca-Cola 
covers its vulnerability in this area by partnering with WWF and other in-
ternational organizations to attempt to sustainably source cane sugar, beet 
sugar, and HFCS. Its principles for sustainable agriculture deal with manage-
ment of water, energy, soil, and climate protection, and with conservation 
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of habitats and ecosystems. Its commitment: to achieve international Bon-
sucro production standards for its sugar supply by 2020. Bonsucro standards 
require companies to measurably reduce the undesirable environmental and 
social effects of sugarcane production and processing. But progress toward 
achieving such standards is slow. In 2015, both Coca-Cola and PepsiCo 
achieved higher scores than they had in earlier years on a Sustainability 
Scorecard produced by Oxfam as part of the Behind the Brands campaign 
described later in this chapter. Nevertheless, Coca-Cola’s score was still only 
54 out of 100 and PepsiCo’s only 43.21

Coca-Cola funds many projects to mitigate the environmental damage 
from sugar production. In Australia, for example, it engages in a Project 
Catalyst partnership with WWF, the government, and sugar farmers to 
reduce fertilizer and pesticide effluents from sugarcane farms in the north. 
These effluents flow into local waterways and, eventually, into waters sur-
rounding the Great Barrier Reef, where they destroy coral. Such projects, 
useful as they are, barely address the extent of environmental harm caused 
by sugar production.22 But they help Coca-Cola to position itself as an envi-
ronmental protector. In July 2014, the company’s two-page advertisement in 
National Geographic depicted a rugged, third-generation sugarcane farmer: 
“Since 2007, The Coca-Cola Company has helped protect natural ecosys-
tems like the Great Barrier Reef in Australia by supporting farmers like 
Gerard, who test, validate, and embrace innovative practices that help reduce 
the environmental footprint of sugarcane production.”

Promote Environmental Causes

The ABA advertises that “our industry is leading the way and doing our part 
to reduce our environmental impact. . . . Ours is an industry standing to-
gether in pursuit of solutions to environmental challenges in communities 
throughout America.”23 To that end, Coca-Cola funds solar energy, ecology, 
and “green” projects throughout the world. By far the largest of such proj-
ects is Arctic Home, a cause-marketing campaign aimed at protecting the 
polar bear—the company’s advertising icon—and its Arctic habitat. As the 
company explained in its 2011/2012 Sustainability Report, “We packaged 
Coca-Cola in white cans . . . for an urgent cause: the plight of polar bears, 
whose habitat is seriously threatened by climate change. The white Coke 
cans were just part of our five-year ‘Arctic Home’ program and a five-year 
commitment initiated with our longtime conservation partners at WWF.”
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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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ranged from 66 percent to 96 percent. In sharp contrast, recycling rates in 
states without deposit laws averaged about 30 percent. For PET bottles, the 
rates were lower but the difference was still striking: 48 percent in deposit 
states as compared to 20 percent in non-deposit states.26

As noted earlier, the ABA disagrees. It views recycling laws as “a mis-
guided policy choice” because they increase costs, are inconvenient, and 
require transport to recycling centers. Targeting such a small part of the 
waste stream, it says, is hardly worth the trouble.27 The ABA’s public rela-
tions materials do not mention that deposit laws increase the retail price of 
sodas and might reduce sales.

Greenpeace: Cash for Containers. The leading ABA member, Coca-
Cola, actively opposes bottle deposit laws to the point of filing lawsuits. In 
2013, it took the lead in opposing such bills in Vermont and Australia. In 
Australia, it sued to prevent a Cash for Containers initiative developed by 
the environmental group Greenpeace—and won.28 Of Coca-Cola’s actions 
Greenpeace said:

Coke’s so-called “alternative” to a Cash for Containers scheme is to 
install more bins (lots of bins) with the aim of making it easier for 
people to recycle their rubbish. The trouble is, this National Bin 
Network would only be installed in places like shopping centres 
and main streets, but not on beaches, parks and other places where 
plastic pollution is having deadly effects on marine life. . . . If Coke 
wants to pay for more bins, that’s great. They should also offer to 
pay for the emptying of these bins which is actually much more 
costly and is paid for by us, the taxpayers, through local councils. 
And they should drop their opposition to Cash for Containers.29

Greenpeace was so incensed by Coke’s stance that it created a satirical “Coke 
Refunds” website to publicize the company’s opposition to recycling incen-
tives. It also linked discarded Coke bottles to the death of seabirds.30

As You Sow: corporate accountability. In 2011, As You Sow, a group 
advocating for holding corporations accountable for the damage they cause, 
issued a scorecard on recycling efforts by major companies. It gave both 
Coke and Pepsi grades of B-minus. Even so, its expectations must be low. As 
You Sow said the most important development since its last survey was that 
soda companies had agreed to take responsibility for collection and recy-
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cling of used bottles and cans—if the United States passes new laws requiring 
them to do so. Apparently, soda company willingness to comply with legal 
requirements is considered a major step forward.31 The companies’ actions 
make it clear that they will not support bottle deposit or recycling bills 
unless they have to.

Take Action
The Container Recycling Institute publishes a toolkit for advocacy for con-
tainer deposit laws.32 This provides information, strategies, materials, and 
guidelines to support advocates who want to get the facts, build support, 
recognize and counter opposition arguments, and use available resources.

Stop Oil Extraction from Tar Sands. In 2013, the environmental advo-
cacy groups Sierra Club, ForestEthics, and many others sent an open letter 
to ten leading corporations, among them Coca-Cola and PepsiCo, warning 
that fuels derived from Canadian tar sands produce three times the carbon 
emissions of cleaner fuels. Extracting oil from tar sands is especially hard 
on the environment because it involves open-pit mining, large water with-
drawals, and discharge of highly contaminated water. The climate move-
ment, the groups said, “has largely given big corporate oil consumers a free 
pass. Those days are over. . . . [T]he Sierra Club and ForestEthics will shine a 
bright spotlight on the need for corporate leadership to head off a climate 
crisis, starting with oil consumption.”33

Although recognizing the efforts made by soda companies to reduce 
carbon footprints, the groups singled out Coke and Pepsi for their own spe-
cial campaign—Tastes Like Tar Sands (see Figure 21.2). Why soda compa-
nies? The Sierra Club and ForestEthics say the soda industry is one of the 
biggest oil users in the United States and its trucks run on “one of the dirti-
est oils on Earth, [from] carbon-intensive Canadian tar sands.” Coke and 
Pepsi, they say, use so much oil that they could—and should—require 
transportation providers to use fuel from refineries that do not process tar 
sands. The campaign involved newspaper ads and online calls for signatures 
on petitions demanding that Coke and Pepsi raise the fuel efficiency of their 
trucking fleets.

Stop Sugar “Land Grabs”. Oxfam, an international anti-poverty and 
human rights organization, created the Behind the Brands campaign men-
tioned earlier to improve the agricultural sourcing and sustainability poli-
cies of the world’s ten largest food and beverage companies, including 
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Coca-Cola and PepsiCo. Oxfam wants these large food producers to im-
prove the impact of their production methods on women, farmers, work-
ers, climate, and water, and to be openly transparent about doing so. In as-
signing sustainability scores, Oxfam considers the companies’ awareness, 
knowledge, commitments, and supply chain management.34

Because demands for sugar production in developing countries often 
lead to violations of land rights and takeovers of land that occur without the 
free consent of farmers and rural communities, Oxfam wants companies to 
create and adhere to policies that protect farmers from such “land grabs.” 
In 2013, Oxfam published a policy brief explaining how sugar production 
drives land acquisitions that hurt small farmers, violate human rights, and 
contribute to hunger, especially among women. The report gave many ex-
amples, some of them involving production facilities that supply sugar to 
Coke and Pepsi. Oxfam recognizes that soda companies do not necessarily 
have legal responsibility or control over land grabs, but it argues that they 
ought to take responsibility for protecting land rights in their supply chains:

Land grabs happen when local communities that rely on land to 
feed their families and earn a living are evicted without consent or 
compensation. Oxfam’s “Behind the Brands” campaign has warned 
that the world’s ten biggest food and drink companies, including 
Coca-Cola and PepsiCo, lack strong enough policies to prevent 
land grabs and land disputes in their supply chains. Oxfam is calling 
on Coca-Cola and PepsiCo . . . to become leaders in their industry 

Figure 21.2 Illustration from an advocacy campaign against soda companies’ use of 
oil extracted from tar sands. The Sierra Club, ForestEthics, and other environmental 
groups campaigned to get Coca-Cola and PepsiCo to stop allowing their trucking fleets 
to use crude oil from Canadian tar sands. Their “Tastes Like Tar Sands” campaign ran 
in 2013. Image courtesy of the Sierra Club.
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by making a commitment to zero tolerance of land grabs in their 
supply chains, to publicly disclose from whom and where they 
source their commodities, and take other measures to prevent land 
rights violations.35

Soon after this report appeared, Coca-Cola pledged to engage with its sugar 
suppliers to adhere to principles of informed consent when acquiring land 
across its operations, disclose its suppliers, publish human rights assessments, 
and work with international governments to support responsible land rights 
practices. In 2013, Oxfam gave Coca-Cola a score of 6 out of 10 (“fair”) on land 
rights issues, compared to only 2 (“poor”) for Pepsi. Unable to get Pepsi to 
budge on this issue, Oxfam increased the pressure. It created a “Take Action” 
website: “Tell Pepsi to make sure their sugar doesn’t lead to land grabs.”36 To 
drive the point home, Oxfam organized a demonstration at PepsiCo’s head-
quarters in Purchase, New York, in November 2013 (see Figure 21.3).

Figure 21.3 Tweet from Oxfam America members demonstrating at PepsiCo’s 
headquarters in Purchase, New York. They were urging Twitter followers to tell the 
company to stop taking over the land of indigenous communities for sugar production, 
November 22, 2013. This action was part of Oxfam’s Behind the Brand and Stop Land 
Grabs campaigns. Courtesy of Will Fenton/Oxfam America.
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This tactic worked. Early in 2014, Oxfam announced that PepsiCo had 
committed to examining the social and environmental impact of its supply 
chains, beginning with its most important sugar-sourcing country, Brazil. 
Pepsi also established policies of zero tolerance for land displacements, fair 
and legal negotiations for land acquisitions, and use of appropriate griev-
ance mechanisms for resolving future disputes. In 2014, Oxfam gave Pepsi 
a score of 7 (“added plenty of fizz on land issues”) and an 8 to Coca-Cola 
(“leads the way”). Oxfam will, no doubt, continue to hold the companies 
accountable for these promises and for supporting United Nations guide-
lines on responsible governance of land tenure.37 Other groups will too.

Overall, soda companies are making some progress in some environ-
mental areas over which they have control. Whether these limited environ-
mental efforts deserve the prizes they are awarded is debatable, especially in 
light of the industry’s unyielding opposition to recycling and deposit laws. 
The efforts of the industry to externalize as much as they can of the environ-
mental costs of soda production and consumption are also apparent in 
their dealings with water resources, as discussed in Chapter 22.



The planet’s fresh water supplies are limited, but sodas are mostly water and 
require fresh water to produce. It is deeply ironic—again—that Cola-Cola 
and PepsiCo, both producers of bottled waters as well as sodas, win prizes 
for water conservation. In 2012, the Stockholm International Water Insti-
tute honored PepsiCo for having reduced its water usage by 16 billion liters 
since 2006. This industry jury praised PepsiCo for its watershed manage-
ment systems, and for its programs to help farmers use water more efficiently. 
The jury noted that PepsiCo was one of the first companies to recognize the 
human right to water and to establish public-private partnerships to increase 
access to safe water in developing countries.1

Coca-Cola wins similar awards. In 2013, the Carbon Trust honored the 
company with its annual Water Standard award. This recognized Coke’s 
leadership in measuring, managing, and reducing water use in Western 
Europe. In that uniquely water-efficient region, Coca-Cola used only 1.4 
liters of water to produce one liter of soda—a water-use ratio or footprint 
of 1.4.2 As this chapter explains, soda production in other regions results in 
higher water footprints, and the 1.4 ratio greatly understates the full water 
cost of producing sugary drinks.

Soda companies make award-winning efforts to reduce water use for one 
basic reason: they have to. How they use water affects their business and their 
reputations. Coca-Cola ranks water as the second-most-prominent risk to its 
potential profitability, just after obesity. “Water,” Coca-Cola states in its dis-
closure to the U.S. Securities and Exchange Commission, “is the main in-
gredient in substantially all of our products and is needed to produce the 
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agricultural ingredients on which our business relies. It is also a limited 
 resource in many parts of the world, facing unprecedented challenges from 
overexploitation, increasing pollution, poor management and climate change.”3

Coca-Cola notes that in many of the locations in which it does business, 
the demand for water already exceeds its supply. Population growth, urbani-
zation, and climate change place further demands on water use, most acutely 
in regions of the developing world most actively targeted for sales expansion. 
In 2008, investment analysts at JP Morgan warned that water scarcity was 
more than just a supply-and-demand problem. It could ruin a company’s 
reputation: “As water becomes more precious, companies’ real and perceived 
behavior with respect to water consumption and discharge is also likely to 
have greater consequences in the marketplace, with an increased risk of con-
sumer backlash against companies judged to be profligate or irresponsible.”4

Here, I deal with the problems water poses for soda companies and de-
scribe how Coke and Pepsi—for the most part successfully—deflect criticism 
of their extensive water use not only through laudable conservation efforts 
but also through strategically placed philanthropic partnerships. Advocates 
want to hold soda companies accountable for such efforts but also to counter 
the troubling matter of soda companies’ acquisition of international water rights.

HOW MUCH WATER DOES SODA REQUIRE?

The JP Morgan research analysts applauded food and beverage companies 
for recognizing water scarcity as a genuine operational risk and openly 
communicating that risk. But, they warned, companies need to do a better 
job of disclosing the true extent of the risk. Water use for sodas can be cat-
egorized as direct or indirect. Usually, the companies report only direct 
water use—the amount that goes into the final soda product. They tend to 
ignore or understate the amounts needed to produce the sugar, other raw 
materials, and the bottles—the indirect use. They also understate the risks 
involved in locating production facilities in water-stressed areas.

The JP Morgan analysts observed that the combined direct water use 
of  just five food companies—Nestlé, Unilever, Kraft, Danone, and Coca-
Cola—came to nearly 600 billion liters per year, an average of about 95 liters 
for every single person on the planet. Coca-Cola alone used 288 billion 
liters of water in 2006, nearly half the total for the five companies (it used 
more than 305 billion liters in 2013). The researchers estimated that 
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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.



298 SODA POLITICS

The result: 170 to 310 liters per half-liter soft drink. But we don’t care 
about half liters. We care about full liters. For that, we need to double these 
figures, giving us astonishing water-use ratios of 340 to 620 liters per liter of 
soda. The range varied with the type of sweetener and the country growing 
the sugar. The 620 water-use ratio applied to a soda made with cane sugar 
grown in Cuba, whereas the 340 ratio applied to a soda sweetened with beet 
sugar produced in the water-efficient Netherlands. Sodas sweetened with 
high-fructose corn syrup grown in the United States required 360 liters per 
liter. These amounts, enormous as they seem in comparison to the prize- 
winning 1.4, are on the low side of water use for food production; figures for 
meat and dairy production, for example, are higher.

Water scientists obtain the ratios by adding up separate estimates for 
the amounts of what they call green, blue, and gray water sources:

 • Green: soil water from rain or seepage, some of which is used by 
plants and some lost by evaporation

 • Blue: water in freshwater lakes, rivers, and groundwater aquifers, 
some of which gets taken up and used by plant crops or for 
 irrigation

 • Gray: water used to dilute pollutants to meet water quality 
 standards9

That the lowest water-use ratio for a soda might be as high as 340 liters 
per liter alarms soda companies, as well it should. In 2007, Coca-Cola re-
cruited the Nature Conservancy to help it see what could be done to fix the 
water-footprint problem. In a pilot investigation, the Nature Conservancy 
and its consultants chose to estimate the green, blue, and gray water foot-
prints of another specific example, this time a half-liter plastic (polyethylene 
terephthalate or PET) bottle of Coca-Cola, sweetened with beet sugar, and 
produced in the Netherlands—the sweetener and the country already known 
to have the lowest water footprints.

The Nature Conservancy’s study estimated the amount of water needed 
to produce the ingredients, make the packaging, and clean the bottles and 
plants. Its results: growing the beets and extracting the sugar accounted for 
fully two-thirds of the total water footprint. Sugar is highly water intensive. 
It takes 429 liters of water—375 green and 54 blue—to produce one  kilogram 
(2.2 pounds) of beet sugar. Overall, 80 percent of the water use came from 
producing the soda ingredients, and packaging accounted for another 19 
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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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of assumptions, some of which are questionable.” Coca-Cola has a vested 
interest in wanting its water footprint to be as low as possible, and we can 
only assume that the consultants, consciously or unconsciously, made as-
sumptions that minimized apparent water use. The Nature Conservancy’s 
participation neutralizes suspicion of the company’s motives and makes the 
results seem as though they come from a highly credible source.

The Nature Conservancy explains this partnership as deriving from 
common interests in water conservation:

In 2007, Coca-Cola announced a sustainability effort to “replenish 
water equivalent to what is used in finished beverages” by the year 
2020. Understanding their dependence and impact on water re-
sources around the world, The Coca-Cola Company enlisted the ex-
pertise of The Nature Conservancy to help quantify the “replenishment 
credits” that the company could claim as a result of their invest-
ment in hundreds of local community watershed projects around 
the world. . . . The replenishment credits gained from these water-
shed projects are counted against the volume of water consumed in 
the company’s bottling plants. This analysis revealed that the com-
pany will have achieved 42 percent of its replenishment goal by the 
end of 2013.11

Coca-Cola’s press release pointed out that “the Company and the Con-
servancy found that the largest portion of the product water footprints 
assessed in the pilot studies comes from the field, not the factory.” Transla-
tion: “It’s not us, it’s those sloppy sugar producers who use all the water.” The 
discrepancy in these results casts doubt on the integrity of the sponsored 
Nature Conservancy study. Neither the Conservancy nor Coca-Cola makes 
it easy to find out how much money is involved in their partnership, but it 
must run to many millions.12 Regardless of the size of its contributions, Coca-
Cola gains invaluable reputational benefits from this partnership.

HOW DO SODA COMPANIES DEAL WITH WATER RISKS?

How soft drink companies deal with water issues is a topic for business 
case studies. As one such study explained, “The food and beverage sec-
tors face water risk in both direct and indirect (supply chain) aspects of 
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their business. These sectors also face the broadest types of potential risk 
(physical, reputational and regulatory) across their entire value chain.”13 
Soda companies recognize these risks and deal with them in multiple 
ways. Over the years, they have assembled teams to deal with water risks, 
entered into partnerships with international agencies and nongovern-
mental environmental organizations such as the Nature Conservancy and 
the World Wildlife Fund, and created system-wide programs to back up 
commitments to reduce, recycle, and replenish. The companies say their 
goals are to return to communities and nature an amount of water equivalent 
to what they use (Coca-Cola) and to conserve water in operations and 
work with other organizations to bring safe water to developing coun-
tries (PepsiCo).

Coca-Cola, for example, has developed a “beverage process water 
recovery system” to reclaim wastewater using a combination of biological 
controls, ultrafiltration, reverse osmosis, ozone, and ultraviolet irradiation. 
The recovered water, although it meets or exceeds quality standards for 
drinking water, is to be used only for cleaning and bottle washing. Water 
conservation, says the company, is essential for the sustainability of its busi-
ness and the communities it serves. By 2020, it will “safely return to com-
munities and nature an amount of water equivalent to what we use in our 
finished beverages and their production.” The company requires every 
bottling plant to develop a water-sustainability program to preserve com-
munity supplies. It works with U.S. growers of corn—the source of high-
fructose corn syrup—to reduce their water footprints.14 Coca-Cola’s 2013 
water stewardship report and 2013/2014 Sustainability Report sum up its 
global progress:

 • Total liters used: 239 billion
 • Water use ratio: 2.08 (direct)
 • Plants in compliance: 96 percent
 • Water replenished: 35 percent

PepsiCo says much the same. Its CEO was one of the first to sign the 
United Nations CEO Water Mandate in 2007. This committed companies 
to adhere to water management in six areas: direct operations, supply chain 
and watershed management, collective action, public policy, community 
engagement and transparency. PepsiCo reports considerable progress in 
these areas.15
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PepsiCo’s public policy commitments are particularly noteworthy. In 
2009, it published guidelines in support of water as a fundamental human 
right, thereby endorsing the United Nations’ goal of granting all people the 
right to safe, sufficient, acceptable, physically accessible, and affordable water 
for personal and domestic use. PepsiCo says it also consistently advocates 
for ethical engagement in water-related policy. Water stewardship, the com-
pany states, is good for society, but also good for business.16 The business 
objectives explain why both soda companies so actively engage in commu-
nity partnerships focused on water conservation.

THE DUAL BENEFITS OF COMMUNITY WATER PARTNERSHIPS

If you are a soda company and want to head off complaints about your ap-
propriation of water, you fund reclamation projects in vulnerable communi-
ties and areas that earn you applause and honors. Here are a few examples.

PepsiCo and the Nature Conservancy

PepsiCo, as I noted earlier, also partners with the Nature Conservancy. Part 
of the partnership is the Recycle for Nature program, which links recycling 
to the Conservancy’s water restoration projects. PepsiCo commits up to a 
million dollars a year to Conservancy projects to save and restore river 
water in nine states. The Conservancy “is drawn to this partnership with 
PepsiCo because we want to work with companies that can help us bend the 
trajectory of our common water future toward a more positive outcome by 
promoting widespread adoption of sustainable water practices.” PepsiCo 
also supports the Nature Conservancy’s Green Swamp Preserve in North 
Carolina, a haven for the endangered Venus flytrap and other carnivorous 
plants.17

Through its foundation, PepsiCo partners with groups working to pro-
vide access to safe water in developing countries, particularly in Ghana, 
Kenya, Brazil, China, and India, countries among Pepsi’s most actively ex-
panding markets. These projects install village water and irrigation systems, 
build harvesting cisterns, establish water health centers, improve sanitation 
programs, and recharge aquifers. In 2013, PepsiCo Jordan worked with the 
Jordan Valley Authority to construct a channel to collect surplus water and 
a new dam to collect rainwater to recharge underground water reserves.18
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Coca-Cola Ekocenters

Coca-Cola’s best-known partnerships are with groups that use advanced 
purification technology to provide clean water to children, health clinics, 
and rural communities in Africa and Latin America. The company says it 
will place nearly two thousand “Ekocenters”—kiosks providing water puri-
fication systems and other services—in twenty countries by the end of 2015.19 
Ekocenters use Slingshot (a reference to the story of David and Goliath) 
water distillers, developed by Dean Kamen, the American entrepreneur and 
inventor of the Segway, among many other patentable items. Ekocenters are 
capable of turning any source of impure water into 850 liters of safe drinking 
water a day. Coke’s CEO, Muhtar Kent, says of the company’s water partner-
ship with Mr. Kamen:

This is a really big deal. We believe that through our wide network 
of distribution and logistics, we can actually get these units to the 
last mile, where people don’t have a source of electricity, where 
people don’t have a source of clean drinking water, where people are 
dying. . . . Why are we doing all of this? Because when there’s healthy 
communities, we have a healthy, sustainable business . . . In a very 
large geography in the world, that choice does not exist. Therefore, 
in my view, we are providing a huge service to humanity.20

Mr. Kamen also appreciates the partnership: “Coca-Cola is the largest, most 
efficient logistics operation ever put on this planet. . . . Coca-Cola can take 
their product and cost-effectively get it anywhere—and the poorest people 
in the world get access to it.” The test-market Ekocenters dispense Slingshot 
water and provide solar-powered Wi-Fi. Not by coincidence, they also sell 
snacks and other Coca-Cola products. As one unimpressed critic puts it, 
“Fresh water and solar power are very nice of Coke to provide, in addition 
to marketing their products. But let’s just call this EKOCENTER what it is: 
A glorified concession stand.” Coca-Cola’s CEO may promote them as a “big 
deal,” but much about the Ekocenters remains theoretical. The units cost at 
least $100,000 each to build, and financing for them has remained elusive.21

Coca-Cola and WaterHealth International

Coca-Cola also holds a minority equity ownership in the for-profit Water-
Health International (WHI), which installs and operates water purification 
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systems. Through its Child with Water program, WHI says it aims to deliver 
500 million liters of safe drinking water per year to a million schoolchildren 
in developing countries by the end of 2015.22 Perhaps it does, but I would 
like to know more about who bears the costs of this enterprise, whether the 
schools carry other Coke products, and what Coke gets out of the deal. But 
this is one way Coca-Cola wins enthusiastic support from such partners, 
who can be expected to overlook and remain silent about the health and 
environmental effects of soda production and consumption.

Other Community Water Projects

Overall, Coca-Cola is heavily invested in water projects. By its count:

 • 386 community water partnership projects
 • 94 countries
 • 532 external partners
 • $247 million invested
 • 1.6 million beneficiaries23

Its most ambitious program is the Replenish Africa Initiative (RAIN), 
with a goal of improving access to safe water for two million Africans. Coca-
Cola and its 140 partner organizations back RAIN with a $65 million com-
mitment. By 2020, the company’s Africa Foundation expects to “improve safe 
water access for 6 million Africans; economically empower up to 250,000 
women and youth; promote health and hygiene in thousands of communi-
ties, schools, and health centers; and return up to 18.5 billion liters of water 
to nature and communities.”24

PepsiCo also lists community access to clean water as one of its top CSR 
priorities, and it funds water projects run by the Earth Institute at Columbia 
University, Water.Org, the Safe Water Network, the Energy Resources Insti-
tute, the China Women’s Development Foundation, WaterHope, WaterCredit, 
and PepsiCorps. Because Coca-Cola provides specific funding information 
about its international water projects, I list a few in Table 22.1.25

Soda company water partnerships cover all bases—private nongovern-
mental organizations, academic research enterprises, and government 
agencies, domestic and international. As is evident from Coca-Cola’s part-
nership with the Nature Conservancy, these provide substantial benefits to 
soda companies as well as to recipients. Partnerships like these deflect at-
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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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ACQUISITION OF WATER RIGHTS: CONSEQUENCES

Roughly 90 percent of the world’s fresh water is under public control, but 
current trends are toward increasing privatization. Once corporations own 
water supplies, they charge more for water use and sometimes cut corners 
on water quality standards. The giant food corporation Nestlé (no relation) 
has leased or owns at least fifty spring sites throughout the United States. In 
some of these places, Nestlé is alleged to have inappropriately taken water 
from aquifers, raised prices, and polarized communities. Soda companies 
have not, to my knowledge, engaged in such practices in the United States. 
Instead, they typically buy brands of bottled water—Dasani (Coca-Cola) and 
Aquafina (PepsiCo)—and fill those bottles with water from taxpayer-supported 
municipal supplies or community springs. Soda companies buy municipal 
water at household rates. Customers pay for soda-company water twice: in 
city taxes and in the higher price of the water in bottles or in soda.28

Counterintuitive as it may seem, sodas are more profitable than bottled 
water. People choose sodas by brand but buy bottled water by price. Price 
competition means that soda companies do not make much money on their 
bottled water brands. For both Coke and Pepsi, bottled water represents less 
than 10 percent of total sales in the United States. This explains why both 
companies care so much about soda sales and why they look to countries 
such as China and India for sales growth.29 Such places, however, have water 
problems of their own. To bottle sodas in India, for example, the companies 
must make deals for water rights that sometimes conflict with the water 
needs of local communities, as discussed below.

In the late 1990s, advocates for poor communities in India organized 
demonstrations against Coca-Cola to complain that its bottling plants were 
depleting village water supplies. The company recognized that it needed to 
protect its international business interests and asked for advice. Its con-
sultant reported that 39 percent of Coca-Cola’s worldwide bottling plants 
were located in water-stressed areas, precisely in the countries targeted for 
sales expansion. Developing markets are the riskiest for water scarcity and 
poor quality, and produce the world’s highest water footprints for bottled 
water and soda. Both Coke and Pepsi want to reduce water use from local 
sources and protect their water supplies, and both win prizes for doing so. 
But they also want to head off community protests and environmental reg-
ulations.30
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Coca-Cola’s Water Problems in India

Coca-Cola’s ongoing problems in India may be a sign of what is to come in 
other developing regions. In 1999, Hindustan Coca-Cola Beverages estab-
lished a plant in Plachimada in Kerala state, in the south of India, and the 
village council licensed the company to begin production in 2000. Al-
though Coca-Cola said that it would draw around 510,000 liters of water 
each day from boreholes and open wells, advocates claimed that it also 
pumped an additional 1.5 million liters a day from local reserves. They said 
the direct water-use ratio at that plant was 3.75 liters per liter. The bottling 
plant also produced a great deal of undrinkable wastewater. Within two years, 
local residents protested a drop in the water table so severe that farmers 
could no longer irrigate their crops. They complained that wastewater had 
polluted their land and wells to such an extent that residents were forced to 
walk miles to obtain clean water for drinking and irrigation.31

The protests grew into a movement—with the rallying cry “When you 
drink Coke you drink the blood of the people.” When Coca-Cola gave up 
and closed the plant in 2004, its withdrawal inspired other such cam-
paigns.32 The Plachimada movement introduced two new terms into dis-
cussions of water access: “water mining” and “water democracy.” The Indian 
environmental advocate Vandana Shiva, in an account of how women in 
Kerala had forced closure of the Coca-Cola plant, noted that their victory 
resulted from creation of broad alliances and use of multiple strategies, and 
led to widespread recognition of communities’ rights to water. Her account 
of their successful advocacy reproduces the “Plachimada Declaration,” which 
contains statements such as these:

•  Water is not private property. It is a common resource for the 
sustenance of all.

•  Water is a fundamental human right. It has to be conserved, pro-
tected, and managed.

•  Water is not a commodity. We should resist all criminal attempts 
to marketize, privatize, and corporatize water.

•  The production and marketing of the poisonous products of 
the Coca-Cola and Pepsi Cola corporations lead to total destruc-
tion and pollution and also endanger the very existence of local 
communities.



308 SODA POLITICS

•  We exhort the people all over the world to boycott the products 
of Coca-Cola and Pepsi Cola.33

To water advocates in India, the issue is clear: soda companies’ mining 
of local water supplies is preposterous. Amit Srivastava, a director of Global 
Resistance, a group providing support to movements against corporate 
globalization in India, points out that the amount of water used by Coca-
Cola in one year could meet the entire needs of people who lack access to 
clean drinking water for forty-seven days. “In a world where one of 5 people 
do not have access to potable water, it is indeed preposterous that any com-
pany could extract such large amounts of life sustaining water, and convert 
the vast majority of the freshwater into wastewater.”34

Both Coke and Pepsi are committed to investing billions of dollars in 
the Indian market without having solved their water-sourcing problems. 
A Coca-Cola plant in Mehdiganj near Varanesi, which opened in 1999, has 
been under protest since 2003 over depletion of water supplies and polluted 
wastewater. In 2014, community protesters claimed a “colossal victory.” 
Coca-Cola wanted to expand the plant, but the courts said that the com-
pany was violating its license, and the Central Ground Water Authority 
denied the expansion. Coca-Cola cancelled its plans on the grounds of “in-
ordinate delays” in environmental clearances. It also stopped, or was forced 
to stop, plans for a bottling plant in Tamil Nadu. The company is facing 
similar problems in Indonesia.35

Such protests should be expected elsewhere as soda companies expand 
their marketing into the developing world. As University of Michigan busi-
ness professor Aneel Karnani explains, water stewardship is not sufficient to 
overcome the “tragedy of the commons”—the overuse of common re-
sources on which a business depends. “Asking companies to voluntarily act 
in the public interest will not be enough to solve these problems. It is essen-
tial to develop regulatory regimes with appropriate incentives and ability to 
enforce sanctions.” Since a major purpose of CSR is to stave off regulation, 
it seems unlikely that soda companies will take his advice. Instead, the 
Coca-Cola Foundation’s latest initiative is to partner with TERI University 
in New Delhi to create a department of regional water studies.36

Coca-Cola’s Water Problems in the United States

Unlike India, the United States still has plenty of tap water available, at least 
in the East. But Coca-Cola’s strategy is to encourage Americans to drink its 
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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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but occasionally mentions that tap water is also acceptable.39 Cap the Tap re-
veals the contradictions and potential conflicts of interest inherent in public 
health partnerships with food and beverage companies. From the soda in-
dustry’s point of view, drinking tap water is bad for business. It can hardly 
be a coincidence that the featured speaker at PHA’s 2015 summit meeting 
was Pepsi’s CEO, Indra Nooyi.

THE DEBATE: A DILEMMA FOR ADVOCATES?

In 2014, as discussed in Chapter 21, Oxfam, along with an international coali-
tion of anti-poverty advocacy groups, issued its annual assessment scorecard 
on the performance of global brands on a range of issues: land use, treatment 
of women, treatment of farmers and workers, effects on climate, transpar-
ency, and—relevant to this chapter—water conservation. Oxfam gave both 
Coca-Cola and PepsiCo scores of 5 out of 10 for their water conservation ef-
forts, viewing both as having achieved some progress in this area.40

Let’s agree that soda companies are indeed succeeding in using less 
water and producing less wastewater. Let’s also grant that they are funding 

Figure 22.4 Poster promoting consumption of water, not sodas. Canada’s Alberta 
Health Services produced this poster to encourage adults and children to drink water 
rather than sugary drinks. Courtesy Government of Alberta.
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hundreds of community clean water and conservation initiatives. But if 
they win prizes for doing so, the awards are for fixing problems they caused 
in the first place. Soda companies’ water stewardship efforts, effective as 
they may be, distract us from the fundamental issue: the extraction, use, 
waste, and pollution of hundreds of billions of liters of water every year to 
make products that promote obesity, tooth decay, and other human disease.

TAKE ACTION

Short of putting companies out of business, advocates are left with few op-
tions related to water issues.

 • Monitor and hold soda companies accountable for their promises 
to reduce water footprints and to appropriately manage water 
resources, particularly in water-stressed areas.

 • Discourage governments from approving bottling plants in water-
stressed areas.

 • Charge soda companies higher prices for use of taxpayer-supported 
community water supplies.

 • Take legal action against soda company violations of rules for 
appropriate water use and waste disposal.

 • Encourage consumption of water rather than sodas through 
education and policy options (see example in Figure 22.4).

 • Support local water systems and public access to safe drinking 
water.

 • Promote programs that make safe drinking water available in 
schools, parks, and workplaces.





“Hardball” Tactics: 
Defending Turf,  
Attacking Critics





From its inception, the U.S. government has attempted to control, but has 
also responded to, what the founding fathers called “factions”—now known 
as special-interest groups. Then and now, such groups invest time and money 
in getting Congress and federal agencies to act on their behalf. Soda compa-
nies are prototypes of groups spending enormous sums to protect their ability 
to conduct business. For decades, the soda trade group now known as the 
American Beverage Association (ABA) has lobbied against any government 
action—no matter how beneficial to the public or seemingly trivial—that 
might raise the cost of soda production and marketing or discourage con-
sumption. The ABA takes great pride in its successes, and the list of its lobby-
ing issues is breathtakingly comprehensive. It has lobbied against nutrition 
labeling, packaging standards, fair labor standards, the exclusion of sodas 
from food assistance programs and school meals, limitations on franchises, 
quotas on sugar, container deposit laws, and restrictions on television adver-
tising to children, among many other issues.1

In these next chapters, I deal with the ways soda companies work behind 
the scenes to pressure governments and government agencies to act on their 
behalf. This chapter examines soda industry lobbying, participation of lob-
byists in the “revolving door,” contributions to political campaigns, and use 
of lawsuits. Chapter 24 looks at soda company use of less transparent tactics 
such as third-party front groups to attack critics and gain popular support. 
Chapters 25 to 27 show how soda companies apply these tactics in real-world 
situations involving attempts to cap soda sizes and impose taxes.

23
Lobbying, the Revolving Door, 
Campaign Contributions,  
and Lawsuits
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This present chapter gets us into matters of money in politics and how all 
three branches of government foster Court promote a political system that 
permits wealthy corporations and individuals to exert extraordinary political 
power. Big Soda uses this system to its advantage. A system skewed to favor 
corporate interests involves rules and regulations so complicated, detailed, 
arcane, and obscure as to be beyond the comprehension of anyone who is not 
paid to understand them. Companies hire lobbyists to understand and use the 
rules on their behalf. To counter the influence of money in politics, advocates 
also must learn how this system works. Soda lobbying is a good place to start.

SODA LOBBYING AND LOBBYISTS

Lobbyists, by definition, are individuals paid by a company or organization 
to promote their clients’ interest to the federal government—members of 
Congress, the president, or officials or staff of federal agencies. Lobbying in 
the United States is governed by the wonderfully named Honest Leadership 
and Open Government Act of 2007, an update of the Lobbying Disclosure 
Act of 1995. This act requires lobbyists to publicly disclose who pays them, 
how much they are paid, and which government entity they lobby, and to 
identify the issues they are discussing with federal officials. The law is vague 
about many of these requirements and leaves plenty of room for loopholes 
and evasions. Congress is not especially interested in enforcing the rules 
that do exist. It is no surprise that compliance with regulations is incon-
sistent, and many of the best-paid lobbyists do not even bother to register 
with the government. Furthermore, Congress does not require lobbyists to 
reveal either their position on issues or the amounts of time and money 
they spend lobbying on specific matters.2

The quarterly reports filed by individual corporations as well as the lob-
bying firms and lobbyists they hire are lengthy and tedious to read. Although 
the U.S. Senate compiles information about lobbying and lobbyists in a 
searchable database, the site is complicated and its use requires patience and 
practice. The Center for Responsive Politics performs an outstanding public 
service by compiling this information in an easier format at OpenSecrets.org. 
Its compilations reveal that in 2013 the sixty leading food and beverage 
companies spent $30,350,645 to support the work of 329 lobbyists. Coca-
Cola, PepsiCo, and the ABA ranked first, second, and eighth, respectively, 
on the list of amounts spent on lobbying.3
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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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profitability—no matter how apparently obscure—is fair game for soda-
company lobbying. The job of soda lobbyists is to make sure that government 
officials are well aware of the companies’ interests in every issue that might 
affect business operations.

Although meetings of government officials with lobbyists take place 
behind closed doors, details occasionally surface. The White House Office of 
Management and Budget, for example, sometimes publishes lists of meeting 
attendees. In mid-2012, five of its regulatory affairs staff met with seven rep-
resentatives of Coke, Pepsi, the ABA, and Dr Pepper Snapple. Of these, four 
were listed as registered lobbyists in the Open Secrets database. The USDA 
had recently released nutrition standards for school meals and snacks that 
would restrict the calories in beverages with added sugar to 25 per 8 ounces, 
well below the amounts in regular sodas. It is not far-fetched to guess that 
soda industry lobbyists hoped to convince the White House to ease the 
standards.5 As discussed in Chapter 12, USDA later set 40 calories per 8 
ounces as the cutoff point for drinks sold in high schools, more than its in-
itial proposal but still below levels in full-calorie sodas and those in sports 
drinks such as Pepsi’s Gatorade.

THE REVOLVING DOOR

The Open Secrets database reveals that 65 to 78 percent of soda industry 
lobbyists formerly held positions in government, a situation known as the 
“revolving door” (Table 23.1). The term is used to describe any industry’s 
recruitment of former government officials as employees, as well as govern-
ment’s recruitment of people who formerly worked for industry. Lobbying 
laws put some restrictions on how quickly government officials taking jobs 
in industry can act on behalf of their new private-sector employers to influ-
ence legislation—usually not within one or two years. Even so, the potential 
for conflict of interest is high when former government officials employ their 
knowledge of how to work the system in the interests of the very industries 
they used to regulate.

Big Soda lobbyists report having held jobs as legislative aides and advi-
sors, research directors, staff assistants, and advisors to members of the 
House and Senate, the president, and senior staff at the White House, as 
well as key positions in any number of federal agencies. To cite just a few 
examples from Open Secrets:
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 • Before he joined the C2 firm, which lobbies for PepsiCo, Nelson 
Litterst had a ten-year career as a legislative assistant to former 
House members Robert Michel (R-Ill.) and Gary Frank (R-Conn.), 
as a liaison to the George W. Bush presidential transition team, and 
as a legislative aide to the White House.

 • Julia Sessoms, a lobbyist for PepsiCo who attended the White 
House Office of Management and Budget meeting I referred to 
earlier, formerly worked as a legislative aide to the late Senator 
Edward M. Kennedy (D-Mass.).

 • Kirsten Chadwick, a partner in Fierce, Isakowitz & Blalock, a 
lobbying firm used by Coca-Cola, worked as a legislative aide to 
the White House under Presidents George H. W. Bush and George 
W. Bush, and as deputy assistant convention manager for the 
Republican National Committee.

 • Kathleen Quint Black, a lobbyist for Coca-Cola, held positions as a 
tax and finance policy advisor to a current representative, Sam 
Johnson (R-Tex.), and a former senator, Olympia Snowe (R-Me.).

 • The president of the ABA in 2014, Susan Neely, is also a registered 
lobbyist. She formerly held jobs as assistant secretary for public 
affairs at the Department of Homeland Security and as special 
assistant for Homeland Security at the White House under President 
George W. Bush.

Former government officials bring to their work as lobbyists an intimate 
knowledge of how the system operates, connections to leaders and staff of 
both political parties, and a vast address book of personal contacts accumu-
lated on their jobs. Soda companies value Washington-insider information 
and attract former insiders with salaries that typically exceed those of gov-
ernment employees.6

ELECTION CAMPAIGNS: DISCLOSED CONTRIBUTIONS

Corporations as well as individuals are somewhat constrained by federal 
election laws in the amounts of money they are permitted to contribute to 
candidates. They are also somewhat constrained by how much they can give 
to political party committees or to political action committees (PACs), groups 
that raise and spend money to support or oppose political candidates. Prior 
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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.
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Although not listed in Table 23.3, the Dr Pepper Snapple Group also con-
tributes to political campaigns, but in relatively small amounts—$42,200 in 
2012, mostly distributed in amounts of about $1,000.10 In contrast, Coca-Cola, 
PepsiCo, and the ABA each reported contributing more than $5 million to 
candidates and their political parties. For Coca-Cola, the stated amount un-
derestimates this company’s investment in influencing Congress, as it only 
reflects the parent company’s donations. Open Secrets also reports additional 
contributions, some quite substantial, from Coca-Cola Bottling United, 
Coca-Cola Enterprises, Coca-Cola Puerto Rico Bottlers, Coca-Cola Bottlers’ 
Association, Coca-Cola Bottling Co., and Ozarks Coca-Cola Bottling.

Soda company contributions to political parties appear relatively 
modest, in line with the old legal restrictions, but the companies are equal-
opportunity donors. The Open Secrets database indicates that the ABA, 
Coke, and Pepsi donate about equally to Democratic and Republican par-
ties and candidates. Coke and Pepsi’s largest contributions to individual 
candidates went to those running for president.

Soda company contributions to leadership PACs help current and 
former members of Congress and other prominent politicians raise funds for 
travel, office expenses, consultants, and other expenses. The soda industry 
contributes especially generously to 527 committees. These are tax-exempt 
political groups organized under section 527 of the tax code. In what may 
seem a subtle distinction, 527 groups are not permitted to “expressly advo-
cate” for a candidate or party, meaning that as long as they avoid using 
phrases such as “elect,” “defeat,” or “Smith for Congress,” they can say what 
they like about candidates’ opinions and records to mobilize voters. They are 
allowed to raise as much money as they can get but must disclose their 
donors.

The Republican and Democratic Governors Associations, listed in 
Table 23.3, are state 527s. The ABA and Coca-Cola donate generously to 
both, but much more so to the Republican committees. Pepsi’s much smaller 
contribution slightly favors the Democratic 527s. As political reporter Jim 
Hightower points out, shareholders rarely know that their soda company 
investments are funneled into the vaults of the Republican Governors As-
sociation, which “channels the political cash into the campaigns of assorted 
right-wing governors.”11

The contributions summarized in the table come from individuals 
working for Coke, Pepsi, or the ABA, or their families, but Big Soda also 
contributes through PACs. One way or another, the laws permit many 
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opportunities for attempting to influence elections to ensure that soda-
friendly legislators are in place at the state and federal levels.

One additional point about disclosed influence: Open Secrets reports 
that forty-one members of the U.S. Congress owned stock in Coca-Cola, 
and forty-two owned stock in PepsiCo in 2013. Without knowing more 
about the extent of these holdings, or even of legislators’ knowledge of 
them, you cannot assume that stock ownership influences voting decisions. 
But such ownership gives the appearance of conflict of interest. It suggests 
that legislators have a vested interest in making sure that no congressional 
action interferes with upward trends in company share prices.12

ELECTION CAMPAIGNS: UNDISCLOSED “DARK MONEY” 
CONTRIBUTIONS

In the methods for funding candidates discussed so far, the donors and the 
size of their donations are matters of public record. In 2010, however, the 
Supreme Court changed that requirement. In Citizens United v. Federal 
Election Commission, the Court permitted not only unlimited spending on 
election campaigns but also secrecy about its donors. It effectively granted 
everyone, including corporations, the right to give unlimited funds fun-
neled through super PACs—on First Amendment grounds. Super PACs 
collect funds that can be used to support or oppose candidates through 
“independent expenditures,” defined as money that is not donated directly 
to candidates or political parties. Super PACs must report donors but can 
accept anonymous contributions from nonprofit groups with some kind of 
stated social mission. By this route, corporate or private donors can donate 
anonymously to a nonprofit group set up for this express purpose. The 
group donates the funds to a super PAC, which uses the funds to run adver-
tisements supporting or opposing candidates, reports the funds it gets from 
the nonprofit group, and allows the donors to that group to remain anony-
mous. This introduction of even more money into politics—and anonymous 
at that—seems like nothing less than corporate capture of the Supreme Court, 
as Figure 23.1 suggests.13

By July 2012, the anonymous “dark money” spent through this new loop-
hole totaled an estimated $172 million, more than 90 percent of it donated 
by conservative, Republican-leaning groups. By 2014, business journals 
were reporting impressive growth in dark money spending outside of the 
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once standard campaign channels. The amounts were three times higher 
than those in the 2012 presidential campaign and seventeen times higher than 
elections before Citizens United, and were expected to total a billion dollars 
or more by the end of that year.14 The McCutcheon decision should allow 
even higher spending.

Dark money makes it more difficult to track who influences policy. It 
also reinforces the power of lobbying. Legislators at the federal, state, and 
local levels must pay attention to what might happen the next time they run 
for office. Corporations offended by candidates’ positions on issues will 
freely invest in negative advertising campaigns. Corporations favoring the 
candidates’ stance will donate greater sums to their campaigns. The threat of 
unlimited expenditures on negative advertising should make any legislator 
think carefully about voting decisions that might affect donors’ interests.

Do soda companies participate in dark money campaigns? Yes, they 
do. This became evident as a result of a court case in 2013 during the po-
litical fight over a Washington State proposition—Initiative 522—to label 
genetically modified foods (usually with “GMO,” the abbreviation for 

Figure 23.1 The Supreme Court’s NASCAR sponsors. The Supreme Court’s 2010 decision 
in Citizens United v. Federal Election Commission permitted unlimited, anonymous 
contributions to political campaigns. Only the four justices wearing robes free of corporate 
logos including Coca-Cola’s voted against this decision. The court’s decision in this case 
seems explicable only as the result of corporate capture of even this supposedly indepen-
dent and nonpartisan branch of government. The image appeared at TucsonCitizen.com  
as “Wordless Editorial,” February 2, 2010.
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 “genetically modified organisms”). The Grocery Manufacturers Associa-
tion (GMA) donated more than $11 million to the No on I-522 campaign—
fully half of the $22 million total contributed to defeat that initiative. 
The attorney general in Washington State took the GMA to court on the 
grounds that it was violating state election laws by levying an assessment 
on its members and assuring them that their contributions would remain 
anonymous. In response to that lawsuit, GMA formed a PAC, Grocery 
Manufacturers Association Against I-522, and provided the attorney gen-
eral with a list of its donors. The list, which makes fascinating reading, re-
veals that PepsiCo contributed precisely $2,352,965.71 to the GMA cam-
paign and Coca-Cola donated $1,047,332.00.15

Why would soda companies care about a state initiative to label GMOs? 
Both Coke and Pepsi use high-fructose corn syrup (HFCS), undoubtedly 
made from genetically modified corn, and GMO corn is also undoubtedly 
used to make Pepsi’s Frito-Lay snack foods. U.S. sugar beets are also mostly 
GMO. The biotechnology and food industry money that poured into 
Washington State succeeded in defeating I-522, but by a small margin: 
51 percent to 49 percent.16

This was not the first time that soda companies had contributed to anti-
GMO labeling campaigns. Both Coke and Pepsi donated to the ultimately suc-
cessful campaign to defeat California’s version of a GMO labeling initiative, 
Proposition 37. Pepsi contributed $2.5 million to that campaign, and Coke 
contributed $1.7 million. It also was not the last: both companies contributed 
generously to defeat GMO labeling initiatives in Colorado and Oregon in 
2014. Ironically, both companies own organic brands. Their anti-labeling 
contributions led the Organic Consumers Association to call for a boycott 
of organic brands owned by soda companies: PepsiCo’s Naked Juice, Tostitos 
Organic, and Tropicana Organic, and Coke’s Honest Tea and Odwalla.17

Unsurprisingly, soda companies spend generously to defeat tax initia-
tives. Big Soda reportedly spent $12.8 million to defeat a proposed soda tax 
initiative in New York State, and greatly outspent proponents in California 
community tax initiatives, as detailed in Chapters 26 and 27.

DOES MONEY INFLUENCE VOTING DECISIONS?

The amounts spent on lobbying and election campaigns raise an obvious 
question: does soda money influence policy? Although it may seem  self- evident 
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that it does—why else would corporations spend so generously?—the ques-
tion turns out to be difficult to answer. Research studies are few in number, 
yield contradictory results, and mostly focus on industries other than food. 
With respect to lobbying on a particular tax issue, for example, one analysis 
of audited corporate tax disclosures suggests that for every dollar spent on 
lobbying, the return to the corporation was $220—an excellent return on 
investment.18 If true and applicable to other situations, the money is well used.

But researchers often find little correlation between corporate lobbying 
and voting behavior. Instead, they observe that the richest and best-performing 
corporations spend the most money in attempts to influence government. As 
for campaign contributions, one recent study of the telecommunications in-
dustry found a clear correlation between spending and outcome.19

A book devoted to this very question explains why the results of studies 
of lobbying effects on voting behavior are so difficult to interpret. Its author, 
Lynda Powell, a professor of political science at the University of Rochester, 
finds that although campaign donations do not seem clearly connected to 
voting patterns, they most definitely do influence what happens to bills and 
regulations before coming to a vote. Campaign contributions, she observes, 
clearly buy access to legislators, affect how bills are drafted, influence whether 
earmarks get into bills, and determine whether bills ever get to the floor for 
a vote. As Professor Powell explains, “The wording of just a sentence or two 
or the addition of an earmark makes all the difference to a special interest 
group. For other contributors, the goal may be to preserve the status quo and 
prevent a bill from coming to a vote at all.”20 These benefits are likely to be 
much the same for soda industry lobbying and contributions.

WHEN ALL ELSE FAILS: USE THE LAW

The chapters on soda size caps and taxes that follow describe how soda com-
panies file lawsuits or try to get laws passed to protect their interests when 
they cannot achieve their goals by any other means. To cite one more example: 
in 2013, the North Carolina legislature passed the Commonsense Consump-
tion Act, which blocks local jurisdictions from passing laws that might ban or 
restrict the sale of foods or beverages. The ABA celebrated the law:

We’re glad to see lawmakers are standing up for their constituents’ 
freedom of choice by leaving the decision of what to eat or drink to 
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the people. It’s not the government’s responsibility to decide what 
we eat or drink—it’s ours. And as we’ve said before, education will 
always be more impactful than trying to restrict what people can 
or can’t eat or drink. That’s why our industry is doing its part to 
provide more beverage options, as well as clear and useful informa-
tion, for consumers.21

The ABA understandably prefers educational approaches to laws and regu-
lations. Its officials know perfectly well that against massive soda marketing 
campaigns, education doesn’t stand a chance.

CHALLENGE TO ADVOCATES

Public health advocates, with far fewer financial resources to spend on lob-
bying and election campaigns, are always at a disadvantage in this kind of 
political system. Corporations always can be counted on to outspend. The 
challenge for advocates is to find ways to bring corporate profit motives to 
public attention and to work with other public interest groups to help level 
the playing field.

This is the strategy behind the Boycott Coca-Cola campaign conducted 
by two advocacy groups, the Food Revolution Network and the Center for 
Food Safety. Their goal is to induce Coca-Cola to end its opposition to 
GMO labeling and to stop putting money into anti-labeling campaigns: 
“We have a unique opportunity to boycott the Coca-Cola brands being 
marketed as healthier alternatives until they pledge to cease any and all 
financial contributions to anti-GMO labeling efforts.”22

In considering soda industry lobbying, I can never get over the extent 
of the effort these companies are willing to undertake to market a nutrition-
ally empty sugary drink that contributes to poor health. The amounts of 
money spent on such efforts testify to the enormous profits generated by 
sales of such products. Although such issues may seem remote from imme-
diate concerns about sodas, health advocates could do well to form alliances 
with groups devoted to overturning Citizens United, requiring lobbying to 
be more transparent, and funding election campaigns in ways that are less 
corrupting.23



Soda companies have ways of influencing policy that go beyond lobbying, 
campaign contributions, marketing, or support of worthy causes through 
corporate social responsibility (CSR). They also use some of the more 
hidden aspects of public relations to win allies, encourage favorable public 
opinion, and discredit anyone who suggests that consuming less soda might 
make people healthier. This chapter examines some of these behind-the-
scenes “hardball” tactics.

FORGING BUSINESS AND PERSONAL CONNECTIONS

Early in 2013, the Stanford University physician-scientist Sanjay Basu as-
sessed the soda industry’s sphere of influence by identifying its ties to people 
and institutions. He used various sources of data to identify how soda com-
pany executives and board members are linked to prominent leaders in in-
dustry, government, and the private sector. He displayed the connections in 
circular maps too detailed and complicated to reproduce here.1 The maps 
indicate that soda company executives or board members have corporate 
ties to former senators, cabinet secretaries, and ambassadors; foundations 
and international organizations dealing with global health policy; officials 
of governments in Latin America and Eastern Europe; owners of retail out-
lets and restaurants that serve Coke or Pepsi products; and executives in lead-
ing media companies. Many soda company board members are members of 
other boards, among them those of banks, oil companies, and major non-
profit art, environmental, health, and international development groups.

24
Using Public Relations  
and Front Groups
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Of course they have such ties. All businesses have well-connected 
CEOs. But this industry seems unusually diligent in forging such connec-
tions and, thereby, raising questions about how business relationships 
might affect public policy. The map for Coca-Cola displays a link to Cath-
leen Black, for example, a member of the company’s executive board who 
had just been nominated as chancellor of the New York City public school 
system. At the time, the city was engaged in a massive public health cam-
paign to reduce soda drinking. Chancellor Black sat on the Coca-Cola board’s 
policy committee, which dealt with its stance on obesity issues. If nothing 
else, such connections give the appearance of conflict of interest. To take 
the chancellor’s job, Ms. Black was forced to give up her seat on the board, 
thereby forfeiting its substantial benefits. Since 1990, when she first joined 
the board, Coke had paid her more than $2 million in cash; she also held 
more than $3 million in Coca-Cola stock.2 As noted in Chapter 19, at the 
time Dr. Victor Dzau was appointed head of the Institute of Medicine in 
2014, he held a lucrative seat on the board of PepsiCo, raising similar ques-
tions about potential conflict of interest.

These maps, impressive as they are, understate the extent of such con-
nections, as can be seen from the biographies of the companies’ CEOs early 
in 2014. Indra Nooyi, the CEO of PepsiCo, was then a member of the board 
of directors for the Federal Reserve Bank of New York and Motorola, but 
also nonprofits such as the International Rescue Committee and the Lincoln 
Center for the Performing Arts. She was a Successor Fellow of the Yale Cor-
poration, on the advisory board of the Yale School of Management, and on 
the boards of trustees for Eisenhower Fellowships and the Asia Society. She 
was also a member of the executive committee of the Trilateral Commis-
sion, which promotes cooperation between Japan, Europe, and North Amer-
ica. Through these affiliations, she had connections to 481 board members 
of twelve different organizations across eleven different industries. Such 
connections help Nooyi appear on lists of the world’s best CEOs and most 
powerful women, and make her a frequent recipient of honorary degrees 
and many other awards.3

Muhtar Kent, the CEO of Coca-Cola since 2009, seems even more im-
pressively connected. In 2014, he chaired the International Business Council 
of the World Economic Forum, co-chaired the Bipartisan Policy Center’s 
CEO Council on Health and Innovation, and was a fellow of the Foreign 
Policy Association, a member of the Business Roundtable (a group of high- 
level business leaders), immediate past co-chair of the Consumer Goods 
Forum (a global food safety initiative), past chair of the U.S.-China Business 
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Council, and chair emeritus of the U.S. ASEAN (Association of Southeast 
Asian Nations) Business Council. He served on the boards of 3M (a com-
pany with $31 billion in revenues in 2013) and several nonprofits: Special 
Olympics International, Ronald McDonald House Charities, Catalyst, and 
Emory University. Through this service, Mr. Kent has the opportunity to 
form personal connections with many of the 342 other board members of 
nine different organizations representing eight different industries.4

To cite another example from the Coca-Cola board: Dr. Helene Gayle 
is the CEO of CARE (Cooperative for Assistance and Relief Everywhere, 
Inc.), a group devoted to fighting global poverty. She is linked to 133 other 
board members through Coca-Cola’s and other board memberships. Dr. 
Gayle worked at the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention for twenty 
years, where she led HIV/AIDS initiatives and was deeply involved in mi-
nority health issues. Later, she led HIV/AIDS programs at the Gates Foun-
dation. Coca-Cola benefits enormously from her participation on its board. 
Through her, Coca-Cola is personally connected to leaders of the nonprofit 
global health community who might otherwise be expected to oppose ef-
forts to market sodas in developing countries or to minority groups in the 
United States.

Dr. Gayle’s former employment with the Gates Foundation is also rele-
vant. As Dr. Basu points out, the Gates Foundation owns more than fifteen 
million shares of Coca-Cola. This gives the foundation a vested interest in 
promoting Coca-Cola’s growth and profitability. Writers who focus on the 
nonprofit world are troubled by the potential impropriety of this connec-
tion: “The question, of course, of whether Gates should be invested so 
heavily in Coca-Cola given its health focus is another very important matter 
that advocates should pursue. Investment is as much a declaration of mis-
sion intention and values as any other use of assets and there are serious 
questions about Coca Cola’s contributions to the health of the world.”5

Nevertheless, it is understandable how such business and personal con-
nections flock to the wealthy heads of Coca-Cola and PepsiCo, who have 
the ability to spend generously on their fellow board members’ favorite CSR 
causes. The people to whom soda company executives are connected through 
business—and often, therefore, personally—are likely to share soda com-
pany preferences for a corporate environment as free of government regu-
lation as possible and to support the companies’ positions on issues under 
debate. It is awkward to go on record against the views and policies of 
people with whom you have dinner or play golf or who encourage their 
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companies to contribute to your favorite charities. “All in all,” Dr. Basu con-
cludes, “the picture is not very surprising, but the linkages at both the ex-
ecutive and political donor level appear to be unsubtle and tie the private 
sector to the public decision-making sector rather tightly as prominent 
decisions about soft drink regulation continue to be debated and voted on 
in the public sphere.”

SPYING ON ADVOCACY GROUPS

Spying on citizens is common among world governments, as demonstrated 
in 2013 by Edward Snowden, the computer professional who leaked docu-
ments from the U.S. National Security Agency. Unless such leakages occur, 
spying remains a highly secret activity. Do soda companies engage in espi-
onage? One leak suggests they do.

In 2012, WikiLeaks released a collection of emails revealing that the 
private intelligence firm Stratfor had been recruited by corporations to col-
lect information about groups advocating for human rights, animal rights, 
and environmental sustainability. Coca-Cola was one such corporation. 
The company, a major sponsor of the Olympics, was worried that People 
for the Ethical Treatment of Animals (PETA) might organize protests at 
the 2010 Winter Games in Vancouver. It hired Stratfor to find out who was 
behind PETA’s actions and what kind of methods PETA might use to plan 
and carry out its opposition. According to the leaked information, the 
Stratfor representative knew that the Federal Bureau of Investigation was 
running a classified investigation on PETA operatives and said, “I’ll see 
what I can uncover.” The emails did not reveal what Stratfor found or 
what it eventually reported to the company.6 It seems plausible that soda 
companies are engaged in other such espionage, but it seems as though it 
will take further WikiLeaks or Snowdens to bring such information to 
public attention.

SUPPORTING THE ULTRA-RIGHT

In 2012, under pressure from public interest groups, both PepsiCo and Coca 
Cola withdrew their financial support of the ultraconservative American 
Legislative Exchange Council (ALEC). This organization drafts legislation 
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and then lobbies for its adoption by state lawmakers. ALEC particularly 
promotes legislation to block gun control and restrict voting rights. Coca-
Cola, along with representatives of Koch Industries, which prominently backs 
Tea Party Republicans, sat on ALEC’s Private Enterprise Board. Figure 24.1 
illustrates the linkage between Coke, Koch, and ALEC, which no doubt came 
about because ALEC “fully supports hardworking Americans, and opposes 
all efforts—federally and on the state level—to impose discriminatory taxes 
on food and/or beverages.” In 2011, PR Watch organized a letter-writing 
campaign to induce Coca-Cola to withdraw from ALEC, arguing that it made 
no sense for a name-brand company to be associated with such far-right, 
consumer-unfriendly policies.7

Minority associations such as ColorOfChange were particularly unhappy 
about soda company support of an organization urging legal limitations on 
voter rights. They too organized a letter-writing campaign. In addition, 
they urged their members to boycott Coke and Pepsi. In 2012, PepsiCo 

Figure 24.1 Take your pick: Coke vs. Koch. The cartoonist Joe Mohr explains why 
advocates called for Coca-Cola to stop funding ALEC, the ultraconservative  
American Legislative Exchange Council that is strongly supported by the wealthy,  
ultraconservative Koch Industries among other corporations. Coca-Cola and  
PepsiCo both withdrew funding in 2012. Courtesy of Joe Mohr.
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 quietly withdrew its membership in ALEC. A few months later, when 
Coca-Cola also severed its connection, it issued this statement: “The Coca-
Cola Company has elected to discontinue its membership with the Ameri-
can Legislative Exchange Council. Our involvement with ALEC was fo-
cused on efforts to oppose discriminatory food and beverage taxes, not on 
issues that have no direct bearing on our business. We have a long-standing 
policy of only taking positions on issues that impact our Company and 
industry.”8

Consider that the very reason ALEC attracted corporate supporters 
was its secrecy about its members, methods, and funding sources. Ac-
cording to BusinessWeek, ALEC “designed its entire structure to disguise 
industry-backed legislation as grassroots work from state legislators.” Once 
the companies’ connection to this strategy was publicly revealed, Coke and 
Pepsi no longer had any reason to remain with ALEC, and they withdrew—
an action that elicited another call for a boycott, this time from Senator 
Charles “Chuck” Grassley (R-Iowa), who criticized Coca-Cola for yielding 
to leftist pressures.9

SUPPORTING FRONT GROUPS

Coca-Cola and PepsiCo are members of trade associations such as the 
American Beverage Association (ABA) and Grocery Manufacturers Asso-
ciation (GMA). Trade groups work on behalf of their members. They col-
lect funds from their member companies, and use the funds for lobbying, 
campaign contributions, and public relations. For the most part, the finan-
cial connections between companies and trade associations are open and 
explicit.

Front groups, in contrast, operate covertly. They present themselves as 
populist and grassroots, and do everything they can get away with to cloak 
their industry funding. Their purpose is to gain popular support for posi-
tions on issues of concern, which they do through public relations, not lob-
bying. They are called front groups because they are out in front on the 
issues, while their funders remain hidden.

Front groups are important tools for soda companies. Coke and Pepsi 
put substantial public relations efforts into presenting their companies as 
exemplary corporate citizens. They do not want to be viewed as engaging in 
radical right-wing causes that might alienate their liberal customers, let 



334 SODA POLITICS

alone in underhanded or aggressive tactics that might bring unfavorable 
publicity. Instead, they fund front groups to do the dirty work for them.

As Michele Simon explained in her cogent analysis of food industry 
front groups in 2013, the companies use “astroturf ” (artificially “green” and 
grassroots) front groups to accomplish four goals:

 • Appear as community-based representatives of the common people 
rather than big government and the elites

 • Discredit critics through ridicule and terms such as “food police,” 
“nannies,” and “extremists”

 • Create anxiety among consumers about loss of freedom of choice 
and Big Brother government

 • Hire scientific and other experts to appear in the media, without 
disclosing who pays them

 • Play to consumer anxieties, especially those related to higher food 
prices, job losses, or higher taxes10

Coca-Cola and the ABA use front groups frequently. PepsiCo appar-
ently stays out of direct involvement but lets the ABA act on its behalf. Here 
are a few examples.

American Council on Science and Health (Coca-Cola,  
Dr Pepper Snapple)

The American Council on Science and Health (ACSH) presents itself as a 
national, nonprofit consumer health education and advocacy organization. 
ACSH was founded on the premise that “many important public policies 
related to health and the environment did not have a sound scientific basis.” 
Its advisory board of 350 physicians, scientists, and policy advisors “add 
reason and balance to debates about public health issues and . . . bring 
common sense views to the public.” It says its positions are strictly science-
based and independent, but an investigative report in 2013 found that 
ACSH “depends heavily on funding from corporations that have a financial 
stake in the scientific debates it aims to shape.” The ACSH does not disclose 
its donors, and it was only through leaked documents that reporters learned 
about Coca-Cola’s $50,000 contribution and Dr Pepper Snapple’s $5,000. 
The documents described Pepsi as an “ask,” meaning that ACSH intended 
to solicit funds from PepsiCo (whether it actually did so is not recorded). 
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This organization gives soda companies what they pay for. The ACSH ac-
tively defends the safety of chemicals in the food supply, particularly of 
 artificial sweeteners. It also strongly opposed New York City’s attempt to 
limit the size of soft drink containers.11

Beverage Institute for Health and Wellness (Coca-Cola)

Although the Beverage Institute for Health and Wellness (BIHW) is fully 
disclosed as an enterprise of Coca-Cola, I consider it a front group because 
it purports to be about science and education, not marketing. Its Internet 
address (www.beverageinstitute.org) is separate from Coca-Cola’s and sug-
gests it is nonprofit. The institute’s website explains that it is part of

the Coca-Cola Company’s ongoing commitment to use evidence- 
based science to advance knowledge and understanding of bever-
ages, beverage ingredients, and the important role that active 
healthy lifestyles play in supporting health and wellbeing. It serves 
as a resource for health professionals, teachers, coaches and other 
professionals worldwide. . . . The BIHW also supports the educa-
tional needs of health professionals by sponsoring free continuing 
professional education (CE/CPE) programs led by recognized ex-
perts in fields such as nutrition, medicine, nursing, physical ac-
tivity, behavior change, toxicology and various food science disci-
plines. . . . In addition, the BIHW regularly partners with credible 
third-party organizations and groups on programs that provide 
continuing education credit for physicians, nurses and other health 
professionals.12

As I discussed in Chapter 19, Coca-Cola uses this Institute to present its 
version of facts about nutrition and health to health professionals. Be-
cause the position statements come from BIHW, not Coca-Cola itself, 
they appear to be issued by a legitimate, unbiased source of scientific 
information.

“Astroturf” Groups Opposed to Soda Caps and Taxes (ABA)

When New York City mayor Michael Bloomberg suggested capping soda 
sizes at 16 ounces in 2012, the soda industry went into action (Chapter 25). 

http://www.beverageinstitute.org
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It quickly organized small and large businesses that sell sodas into a front 
group named for an issue likely to resonate well with the public: New York-
ers for Beverage Choices. The group advertised itself as a grassroots “coali-
tion of citizens, businesses, and community organizations who believe that 
consumers have the right to purchase beverages in whatever size they choose.” 
An investigation by the Republic Report, however, revealed the group’s true 
origin. The ABA had contracted with Goddard Claussen Public Affairs 
(now Goddard Gunster) to organize the campaign. Goddard is anything 
but a group of concerned citizens in New York City. It is the Washington, 
D.C.-based public relations firm that ran the infamous “Harry and Louise” 
campaign responsible for derailing President Clinton’s health care reform 
efforts in the early 1990s. The firm’s slogan is “Get used to winning.” Its website 
explains, “We drive the debate. Through facts and research, we define the 
parameters of the public debate and align consumer, corporate, and govern-
ment interests.”13

As discussed in Chapters 25–27, Goddard was the public relations 
agency responsible for the “grassroots” campaigns against New York City’s 
soda cap initiative, as well as the campaigns against New York State gov-
ernor David Paterson’s proposed soda tax in 2010. The front group in the 
anti-Paterson campaign was called New Yorkers Against Unfair Taxes. 
Goddard also was behind the national group Americans Against Food Taxes 
and the California group Community Coalition Against Beverage Taxes, 
formed to oppose soda taxes in Richmond and El Monte, as well as the 
groups opposing tax initiatives in San Francisco and Berkeley (Chapter 27). 
The ABA funds the Goddard campaigns. Its president, Susan Neely, one of 
the lobbyists mentioned in Chapter 23, has a long history with the Goddard 
firm, and she managed its “Harry and Louise” campaign.

The many soda tax initiatives emerging in the United States keep God-
dard busy with front-group organizing. The food blogger and advocate 
Nancy Huehnergarth compiled a list of ABA-funded “astroturf ” anti-tax 
groups, which I adapt in Table 24.1.14 Although the ABA website lists its 
corporate members, the front groups working through Goddard Gunster 
reveal their connection to the ABA in very small print, if at all. The ABA-
created front group No Hawaii Beverage Tax, for example, does not mention 
the ABA anyplace on its website that I can find. Instead, it says it is “a coali-
tion of individuals, families, businesses and community organizations in 
our state who are opposed to singling out certain beverages, like soft drinks, 
for a new tax.”
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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
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A growing cabal of activists has meddled in Americans’ lives in 
recent years. They include self-anointed “food police,” health cam-
paigners, trial lawyers, personal-finance do-gooders, animal-rights 
misanthropes, and meddling bureaucrats. . . . They all claim to know 
“what’s best for you.” In reality, they’re eroding our basic freedoms—
the freedom to buy what we want, eat what we want, drink what we 
want, and raise our children as we see fit. . . . We’re here to push back.16

I must immediately disclose my involuntary membership in CCF’s “cabal of 
activists.” CORE’s ActivistCash.com identifies me as a prominent member 
of the “food police” and says that I am “one of the country’s most hysterical 
anti-food-industry fanatics” with “radical goals.” Character assassination has 
long been typical of ActivistCash.com and CCF. They and their umbrella 
organization, CORE, were created and are headed by Richard Berman, a 
Washington, D.C.-based political consultant so controversial that an entire 
website is devoted to exposing his background and operating tactics.17

Rather than bothering to deal with issues, Berman explains, “our of-
fensive strategy is to shoot the messenger. . . . We’ve got to attack [activists’] 
credibility as spokespersons.” He adds, “We always have a knife in our teeth.”18

As these statements might indicate, CORE is distinguished from other 
industry-funded front groups by its deliberately aggressive tactics. CORE’s 
entities use no-holds-barred methods to attack and intimidate targets. For 
example, in response to President Barack Obama’s announcement in 2014 of 
a plan to control carbon emissions, Berman’s EPA placed a full-page ad in 
USA Today (June 3, 2014): “What would you call a radical organization that 
threatens to shut down 25% of our electric grid? Anarchist. Militia. Terrorist. 
Obama’s EPA . . . With radicals like this in power, who needs enemies?”19

Berman’s groups are also distinguished by their secrecy. Companies 
and trade associations that would never dream of attacking health leaders 
or their campaigns in public can secretly fund CORE and hide behind what 
it does. Berman explains that he is not required to disclose his funders be-
cause he established CORE as a privately held nonprofit that ostensibly has 
no connection to his decidedly for-profit lobbying firm: “We run all of this 
stuff through nonprofit organizations that are insulated from having to dis-
close donors. There is total anonymity. People don’t know who supports 
us.”20 But CORE entities, including CCF, pay handsome fees to his lobbying 
firm, a practice that has elicited lawsuits on the grounds of violation of non-
profit tax laws or regulations.
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About the nondisclosure of donors, CCF says it “is supported by res-
taurants, food companies and thousands of individual consumers . . . busi-
nesses, their employees, and their customers. Many of the companies and 
individuals who support the Center financially have indicated that they 
want anonymity as contributors.” Of course CCF’s clients want anonymity. 
CCF is the public face—the attack dog—of the food and beverage industry 
in its attempts to block criticism, regulation, and legal challenges.

Coca-Cola, for example, has publicly supported campaigns by Mothers 
Against Drunk Driving (MADD) since the mid-1990s. But one of CCF’s 
subsidiaries, the American Beverage Institute, a group created to support 
the alcoholic beverage industry, lobbies forcefully against more stringent 
drunk driving laws.21 By supporting CCF, Coca-Cola has it both ways. It can 
oppose drunk driving in public while secretly supporting opposition to reg-
ulation of driving under the influence.

CCF has been the force behind tasteless campaigns against anti-obesity 
initiatives such as the full-page “nanny” ad ridiculing New York City Mayor 
Michael Bloomberg for his soda size-cap proposal (shown in Figure 25.4). 
CCF also operates internationally, as became evident in 2013 when the Mex-
ican government was considering a tax on sodas (Chapter 27). CCF placed 
ads on school buses in Mexico City: “Can obesity be stopped by taxes? Yes 
or no to the tax on ‘fatties.’ ”

Such actions strongly suggest that soda companies must be among 
CCF’s most generous funders. According to a 2005 account in the New York 
Times, Berman admits that most of his funding comes from food and res-
taurant companies, some of them also clients of his lobbying firm. At the 
time, Coca-Cola admitted that it sponsored CCF, calling the group invalu-
able as “another voice in the debate.” Pepsi, however, denied working with 
CCF because of discomfort with its arguments and approach.22 In 2013, a 
former official of PepsiCo told me that the company did not fund CCF, but 
Coca-Cola does. Despite much suspicion and inquiry, I have been unable to 
find out if the ABA also supports the CCF or its parent organization.

USING PUBLIC RELATIONS

Throughout this book, I talk about soda companies’ use of public relations 
in the context of specific advocacy initiatives. Here I will simply mention 
that the ABA runs a website, Let’s Clear It Up, for the purpose of presenting 
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the soda industry’s views of current issues. It uses the website to give Big 
Soda’s interpretation of the science linking sodas to diabetes and obesity 
and to counter “myths” about the health effects of caffeine, sugar, and the 
marketing of sodas to children.

Business analysts observing this and the other soda industry public re-
lations campaigns are impressed by parallels to the campaigns run by the 
tobacco industry when its products came under scrutiny. These too involved 
“astroturf ” organizations, full-page ads in newspapers, and assurances that 
the companies’ main concern is and always will be the health of the public. 
These assurances, however, led to no fundamental change in the usual busi-
ness model. Soda company goals are much the same—to get “more people 
to drink more sugar, regardless of the health consequences.”23 The real 
agenda, analysts observe, is to stave off regulations, particularly soda taxes 
that might raise the price of sodas and discourage consumption.

CHALLENGE FOR ADVOCATES

Secret connections, public relations, and front groups are by their very 
nature difficult to counter because their true purpose is hidden. The first 
line of advocacy, therefore, is to expose the soda industry’s funding of public 
relations efforts and front groups and make sure that they are fully identi-
fied on campaign materials and by the media. The conflicts of interest raised 
by Big Soda’s public relations and front groups are best observed in action 
when cities attempt to impose caps on soda sizes or soda taxes, as discussed 
in Chapters 25–27.



Advocacy: Soda Caps, 
Taxes, and More





In December 2011, New York City mayor Michael Bloomberg announced 
some excellent news. After years of city interventions to improve diet and 
physical activity patterns, the prevalence of obesity among New York chil-
dren had started to decline. With this evidence that the city’s public health 
measures were having the desired effect, Bloomberg appointed a task force 
to recommend further actions.

The task force released its report in May 2012. One of its twenty-six 
recommendations was to “establish a maximum size for sugary drinks in 
food service establishments.” The task force noted that “sugary drink por-
tion sizes have exploded over recent years. . . . Setting a maximum size for 
sugary drinks offered and sold in restaurants and other Food Service Estab-
lishments is a way we can change the default and help reacquaint New York-
ers with ‘human size’ portions to reduce excessive consumption of sugary 
drinks.”1

On this basis, the mayor proposed what he—and advocates—for-
mally named the “Sugary Drink Portion Cap Rule,” a 16-ounce limit on 
the size of sugary drinks that can be offered in restaurants or retail stores 
overseen by the city. Opponents of the measure, however, immediately 
called it a “soda ban,” a framing term far more likely to evoke public 
dismay, if not outrage.2 The term “ban” took hold so quickly that even city 
officials sometimes slipped and used it. In this chapter, I review the ra-
tionale for public health initiatives to control portion sizes, and recount 
the fate of New York City’s Portion Cap Rule, here abbreviated as “portion 
cap” or “rule.”

25
Advocacy

Capping Soda Portion Sizes
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THE SODA SIZE PROBLEM

Sodas were not always served in supersized containers. Coca-Cola’s original 
1916 contour bottle contained 6.5 ounces. Pepsi, as noted earlier, introduced 
the 12-ounce bottle in the 1930s. As late as 1954, 61 percent of bottled sodas 
contained less than 7 ounces and only 8 percent were larger than 20 ounces. 
Coca-Cola did not introduce sizes larger than 6.5 ounces until 1955.3 To-
day’s soda bottles range from 7.5 ounces to 2 liters (64 ounces), and the 
standard size in vending machines is 20 ounces—three times larger than 
the original.

Fountain drinks followed a similar trend. In the 1950s, McDonald’s 
served 7-ounce drinks, but it added larger sizes throughout the 1960s and 
1970s. As Lisa Young describes in her book The Portion Teller, Burger King’s 
sodas in the 1950s contained 12 or 16 ounces, but by the early 2000s, the 
chain offered 12-ounce kiddie, 16-ounce small, 22-ounce medium, 32-ounce 
large, and 42-ounce king sizes. McDonald’s did the same but called them 
child, small, medium, large, and supersize, respectively.4 The 6.5-ounce 
soda, the industry standard for decades, is roughly half the size of a portion 
now considered suitable for a child.

Soda manufacturers encourage big sizes; the cost of the drink ingredi-
ents is trivial in comparison to that of the bottles, advertising, labor, and 
service. Restaurants and fast-food chains also encourage large portions. 
Customers like bargains, have come to expect large containers, and in places 
like Texas complain when they are not available.5 Most of all, as I explained 
in Chapter 9, large sodas are wonderfully profitable for their makers and 
sellers.

PRICING STRATEGIES: EFFECT ON CALORIES

Soda companies have long marketed larger sizes as bargains. Pepsi’s 1939 
“twice as much for a nickel” demonstrably encouraged sales.6 Soda compa-
nies continue to use this strategy. Doing the math at Walmart in 2013, for 
example, I could buy a 64-ounce bottle of Pepsi for 2 cents per ounce, but a 
24-ounce bottle cost 3 cents per ounce. A 7.5-ounce can cost 6 cents per 
ounce, and I was obliged to buy more than one, as they only came in packs 
of eight, twelve, or twenty-four. As a supermarket retailer once explained to 
me, if customers want smaller portions, they ought to be willing to pay for 
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them. This pricing strategy encourages everyone, and especially those who 
do not have much money, to buy sodas in larger sizes.

The higher price for a smaller amount would just be an amusing mar-
keting technique except for its effect: larger portions have more calories. If 
an 8-ounce soda provides 100 calories, then a 16-ounce drink has 200 and a 
64-ounce drink has 800 calories. On the basis of calories alone, larger por-
tions are a sufficient explanation for rising rates of obesity. As noted earlier, 
the relationship of portion size to calories may seem self-evident but is not. 
Larger portions induce people to eat more and also to be fooled into under-
estimating how much they have eaten.7 Most people cannot imagine that a 
soda of any size could contain 800 calories. Sugars in liquid form do not 
make people feel full, and food labels in 2015 still referred to the 100 calories 
in an 8-ounce serving.

THE DEFAULT ISSUE

The effects of larger servings are reasons to be concerned about the de-
fault—the automatic food choice when no easier alternative is available. 
People tend to eat what they buy or are served regardless of whether food 
comes in a container or is presented at the table. If a Happy Meal comes with 
a soda, kids drink soda; if it comes with milk, they drink milk. With milk or 
juice as the default, parents can always order a soda, but many will not. 
Changing the default to foods and drinks that are smaller and less sugary is 
the most effective way to promote healthier choices. Setting a 16-ounce cap 
on soda sizes does some of that. Customers can still drink as much soda as 
they want; they just have to ask for additional 16-ounce servings.8 Hence cap 
rule, not ban.

CALLS TO REDUCE PORTION SIZES

I can think of at least six reasons why sodas are best consumed in small 
amounts. Because larger food portions (1) have more calories, (2) induce 
people to consume more calories, and (3) fool people into underestimating 
the calories they are consuming, reducing portion sizes ought to be a prime 
goal of obesity intervention. But sodas provide three additional reasons 
for avoiding large sizes: (4) their calories are empty, (5) their sugars are in 
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liquid form, and (6) larger sizes are usually less expensive per volume than 
smaller sizes. And, I might add, sodas are heavily advertised to everyone, 
but especially to those most vulnerable—youth and minorities.

In 2001, the U.S. surgeon general issued a “call to action” to prevent obe-
sity. This, among other recommendations, urged the food industry to pro-
duce foods and drinks in smaller portions. Aimed at changing the behavior 
of food companies rather than individuals, this message was largely ignored 
by federal agencies. Instead, government dietary advice continued to focus 
on improving personal food choices. The 2005 Dietary Guidelines said, 
“Special attention should be given to portion sizes which have increased sig-
nificantly over the past two decades.” The 2010 guidelines included a similar 
personal-choice message: “When eating out, choose smaller portions. . . . Pre-
pare, serve, and consume smaller portions of foods and beverages.” The My-
Plate food guide in 2011 advised, “Avoid oversized portions.”9

Inducing the food industry to reduce portion sizes, however, is far 
more controversial. In 2010, to provide an evidence base for the First Lady’s 
Let’s Move! campaign, President Obama appointed a task force to review 
evidence and make recommendations. With respect to portion sizes, the 
task force made two: “Restaurants should consider their portion sizes” and 
“Restaurants should be . . . attentive to the effects of plate and portion size” 
(my emphasis). The 2010 Dietary Guidelines were similarly tentative: “Ini-
tiate partnerships with food producers, suppliers, and retailers to promote 
the development and availability of appropriate portions.” The Partnership 
for a Healthier America, the food industry group that works with Let’s 
Move!, says nothing about its member companies’ responsibility to reduce 
portion sizes as a means to address childhood obesity. While the cap rule 
was under consideration, Coca-Cola was lobbying Congress to “oppose 
policies that restrict the sale of certain beverages in packages larger than 16 
fluid ounces.”10 Neither the federal government nor Congress seemed likely 
to take on portion sizes as a means to prevent obesity.

To the food industry, portion size is a matter of simple economics. If 
large portions cost little to produce and increase sales, companies need 
them. No wonder fast-food companies have done little to respond to “reduce 
portion size” messages. If anything, they have increased their serving sizes. 
McDonald’s, for example, dropped the term “supersize” but continues to sell 
such portions in special promotions. European fast-food outlets, however, 
manage to sell smaller portions and stay in business. In 2012, the largest 
Coca-Cola served in the British Burger King was 12 ounces smaller (and 
provided nearly 150 fewer calories) than the largest U.S. size, and that in the 
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British McDonald’s was 8 ounces smaller (100 fewer calories) than its Amer-
ican counterpart.11 But because Americans expect to be served large amounts 
of food and drink when eating out, restaurants and food producers are re-
luctant to do anything to risk alienating customers. Given these observa-
tions, it is easy to understand why New York City’s sensible proposal to cap 
the sizes of sugary drinks at 16 ounces elicited a firestorm of protest.

ADVOCACY: NEW YORK CITY’S “SUGARY DRINK PORTION  
CAP RULE”

On May 30, 2012, Mayor Michael Bloomberg called a press conference to 
announce a limit on the sale of sugary drinks larger than 16 ounces in res-
taurants, movie theaters, street carts, bodegas, and all other retail locations 
over which the city holds jurisdiction. The portion rule would apply to 
sugar-added drinks containing more than 25 calories in 8 ounces.12

Bloomberg is a billionaire who paid for his own election campaigns, 
took no city salary, and appeared impervious to public criticism. Under his 
administration, health commissioner Dr. Thomas Friedan and his successor, 
Dr. Thomas Farley—both deeply committed to improving the health of city 
residents—led the nation by developing a series of interventions to improve 
the environment of food choice. The city banned the use of trans fats in 
restaurants in 2006, and required calorie labeling on restaurant menus in 
2007. Although some critics complained, the trans fat ban was quickly ad-
opted by city restaurants.13 Congress passed national menu labeling in 2010.

Several of the campaigns specifically aimed to reduce soda consump-
tion. These began with subway posters illustrating the amount of sugar in 
sodas, how those sugars are converted to fat in the body, and the number of 
miles needed to walk off soda calories (Figure 17.1). The campaign used slo-
gans such as “NYC! Go Sugary Drink Free.” A 2012 poster campaign illus-
trated the link between large soda portions and amputations resulting from 
type 2 diabetes (Figure 25.1).14 As noted in Chapter 16, the city also tried—but 
failed—to obtain permission from USDA to block sales of sodas to those 
receiving SNAP benefits (food stamps).

To public health advocates, the portion cap rule was another such 
intervention, this time aimed at changing the default soda size. A 16-ounce 
sugary drink is not exactly abstemious. It contains two of the old standard 
8-ounce servings and provides nearly 50 grams of sugars and 200 empty, 
liquid calories. During the press conference, city officials displayed an 



Figure 25.1 In 2012, the New York City Department of Health and Mental Hygiene 
placed this poster in subways. It illustrates the connection between larger soda sizes 
and amputations that result from type 2 diabetes. This campaign elicited particular 
criticism when the “amputee” turned out to be Photoshopped from a stock photo.

Figure 25.2 The change in views of 16-ounce sodas since the 1950s. In the 1950s, 
Coca-Cola advertised a 16-ounce bottle as “big” and capable of serving three. In 2013, 
shortly before the soda portion cap rule was to go into effect, the company advertised 
the same size as “small.” The 1950s ad is an early example of soda marketing targeted 
to African Americans. The more recent sign says, “Beginning March 12, 2013 this 
location will no longer be offering regular calorie beverages over 16 oz in New York 
City. The size restriction does not apply to low/no-calorie beverages served by crew 
members.” On March 11, however, a judge blocked the portion rule from going into 
effect.
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 advertisement from the 1950s when Coca-Cola viewed a 16-ounce bottle as 
big—enough to serve three over ice. The city’s idea was to return sodas to 
reasonable sizes.15 “Reasonable,” of course, is a matter of perception. Shortly 
before the cap was to go into effect, retailers posted signs referring to the 
16-ounce size as small. Figure 25.2 illustrates this comparison.

THE SODA “BAN”: ABA-ORGANIZED OPPOSITION

The American Beverage Association (ABA) mounted an enormous public 
relations campaign to convince New Yorkers that the “ban” on large soda 
sizes infringed on freedom of choice.16 It began by attacking the science in a 
full-page ad in the New York Times (June 1, 2012): “Are soda and sugar-
sweetened beverages driving obesity? Not according to the facts.” The ABA 
explained: “The facts make it clear—beverage calories and added sugars 
have decreased for more than a decade, while the CDC reports obesity rates 

Figure 25.3 The New Yorker cover of June 18, 2012. Owen Smith’s illustration depicted 
the common but misleading interpretation of the portion cap rule as a “ban” that 
would force innocent consumers of oversize sodas into hiding from the food police. 
Owen Smith/The New Yorker/©Condé Nast.
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continue to climb.” The ad did not mention the overall leveling off of obesity 
in parallel with the decline in soda sales (see Figure 5.1).

The ABA and its allies complained that the “ban” was a “nanny-state” move 
that would force people to sneak off to drink large sodas in secret, as Figure 25.3 
suggests. Even the New York Times misinterpreted the cap as a ban: “Mr. 
Bloomberg, however, is overreaching with his new plan. . . . The administra-
tion should be focusing its energies on programs that educate and en-
courage people to make sound choices. . . . [T]oo much nannying with a ban 
might well cause people to tune out.”17

The soda and restaurant industries bought help from the Center for 
Consumer Freedom (CCF). Its full-page advertisement, shown in Figure 25.4, 

Figure 25.4 The infamous “Bloomberg nanny” ad, New York Times, June 2, 2012.  
The ad was placed by the Center for Consumer Freedom, the industry-funded public 
relations firm discussed in the previous chapter. “Bye Bye Venti. Nanny Bloomberg has 
taken his strange obsession with what you eat one step further. He now wants to make 
it illegal to serve “sugary drinks” bigger than 16 oz. What’s next? Limits on the width of 
a pizza slice, size of a hamburger or amount of cream cheese on your bagel?”
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depicted Mayor Bloomberg wearing a dowdy blue dress: “The Nanny. You 
only thought you lived in the land of the free. Nanny Bloomberg has taken 
his strange obsession with what you eat one step further. . . . New Yorkers 
need a mayor, not a nanny.” Bloomberg, fortunately, has a sense of humor: 
when asked about the ad at a press conference, he said, “Would I wear a 
dress like that? No! It was one of the more unflattering dresses.”18

As I explained in Chapter  24, the CCF does not reveal its funding 
sources, but both Coca-Cola and the National Restaurant Association have 
been identified as clients. The Restaurant Association’s interest is easily 
explained. According to Advertising Age, soft drinks account for about 10 
percent of sales in fast-food and casual restaurants, and come with a profit 
margin of 90 percent.19

The ABA created a new astroturf organization, Let’s Clear It Up, and a 
website to “clarify myths” and give the industry’s spin on the science of sodas 
and health.20 Coca-Cola used a different strategy: divert attention from 
sugars and calories. Its New York Times advertisement on June 10 said, “Eve-
rything in moderation. Except fun, try to have lots of that . . . By promoting 
balanced diets and active lifestyles, we can make a positive difference.” 
Coca-Cola’s president of sparkling beverages in North America, Katie 
Bayne, explained the company’s opposition to the cap rule to a reporter 
from USA Today:

q: Is there any merit to limits being placed on the size of sugary 
drinks folks can buy?

a:  Sugary drinks can be a part of any diet as long as your calories in 
balance with the calories out. Our responsibility is to provide drink in 
all the sizes that consumers might need.…

q:  But critics call soft drinks “empty” calories.

a:  A calorie is a calorie. What our drinks offer is hydration. That’s 
essential to the human body. We offer great taste and benefits whether 
it’s an uplift or carbohydrates or energy. We don’t believe in empty 
calories. We believe in hydration.21

The campaign against the cap rule appeared to be well orchestrated and lav-
ishly funded, and it consistently invoked nanny states, intrusion on personal 
choice, and lack of patriotism. Groups of young people gathered at farmers’ 
markets and other crowded places to collect signatures on petitions to block 
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the cap. Paid $30 an hour (or so they said) by another ABA-sponsored front 
group, New Yorkers for Beverage Choice, they wore T-shirts saying “I picked 
out my beverage all by myself ” and handed out cards: “Don’t let bureaucrats 
tell you what size beverage to buy.” Soda delivery trucks were emblazoned 
with such slogans (Figure 25.5). Ads appeared on television, in movie the-
aters, and on airplane banners. As a resident of New York City, I received a 
home mailing from the ABA with instructions on how to  protest the “ban.”22

It is impossible to know how much of the protest was spontaneous, as 
opposed to deliberately organized by the soda and restaurant industries, but 
the website of New Yorkers for Beverage Choice revealed that it was main-
tained by Goddard Clausen, the public relations firm recruited by the ABA 
to defeat soda tax initiatives. It is also difficult to know the extent to which 
these industries were behind federal and state initiatives to block similar at-
tempts. Senator Ted Cruz (R-Tex.), for example, introduced an amendment 
to the congressional budget resolution intended to prevent federal regulation 
of the size of foods and beverages. The amendment failed to pass. But Missis-
sippi, where nearly 35 percent of the population is obese and overall health 
ranks last among the fifty states, passed a bill preventing local communities 
from setting limits on soda size as well as on salt content, toys in fast-food 
children’s meals, calorie counts on menus, and genetically modified foods. 
By 2014, such bills had been introduced in at least eight other states.23

I wish I could tell you how much money the soda industry spent to 
defeat the cap rule, but this was not an election and expenditures did not 

Figure 25.5 Coca-Cola delivery truck, New York City, 2012. During the debates about 
the portion cap, Pepsi and Coca-Cola delivery trucks carried signs telling customers, 
“Don’t let bureaucrats tell you what size beverage to buy.” The signs remained on the 
trucks well into 2014. Photo courtesy of Daniel Bowman Simon.
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have to be disclosed. The amounts must have run into the millions in adver-
tising, home mailings, payment of astroturf “volunteers,” and the not incon-
siderable costs of the subsequent legal challenges.

THE ABA’S LEGAL CHALLENGE

The city argued that for reasons of history and necessity, the mayor had the 
authority to propose the cap rule if the Board of Health agreed.24 That the 
board would agree was never in question—the mayor appoints its mem-
bers—and it approved the rule on September 13, 2012. Because the portion 
cap would not go into effect until March 2013, the soda industry had six 
months to try to block it. The ABA quickly organized a coalition of com-
munity organizations to join in petitioning the state supreme court to stop 
the rule or declare it unconstitutional.25

On March 11, 2013, the day before the portion cap was to go into effect, 
New York State Supreme Court justice Milton Tingling issued an injunction 
against it. The rule, he said, was:

fraught with arbitrary and capricious consequences . . . uneven  
enforcement even within a particular City block, much less the 
City as a whole . . . It is arbitrary and capricious because it applies to 
some but not all food establishments in the City, it excludes other 
beverages that have significantly higher concentrations of sugar 
sweeteners and/or calories on suspect grounds, and . . . no limitations 
on re-fills . . . The Portion Cap Rule, if upheld, would create an admin-
istrative Leviathan . . . The Rule would not only violate the separation 
of powers doctrine, it would eviscerate it. Such an evisceration has 
the potential to be more troubling than sugar sweetened beverages.26

Justice Tingling was referring to some of the complications faced by the 
city in developing the cap rule, particularly that of jurisdiction. As his de-
cision explained, the city health code applies to food service places such 
as  fast-food restaurants and supermarkets, but because of an agreement 
between the city and the New York State Department of Agriculture and 
Markets, it does not apply to grocery stores, bodegas, or convenience stores 
like “7-Eleven market chains and their famous, or infamous, Big Gulp con-
tainers.”



354 SODA POLITICS

Tingling’s decision caused the ABA to react with a “sigh of relief.” The 
mayor, however, said the city would appeal: “Being the first to do something 
is never easy. . . . Anytime you adopt a groundbreaking policy, special interests 
will sue. That’s America. But we strongly believe that, in the end, the courts 
will recognize the Board of Health’s authority to regulate the sale of bever-
ages . . . leading to disease and death for thousands of people every year.”27

In July 2013, the appellate court confirmed the injunction. Only the City 
Council, it said, had the authority to pass such rules. Mayor Bloomberg 
issued a ringing defense: “Since New York City’s ground-breaking limit on 
the portion size of sugary beverages was prevented from going into effect 
on March 12th, more than 2,000 New Yorkers have died from the effects of 
diabetes. . . . Today’s decision is a temporary setback, and we plan to appeal 
this decision as we continue the fight against the obesity epidemic.”28

While the last appeal was under review, Dr. Tom Farley, who had been 
health commissioner in the Bloomberg administration, explained his sur-
prise at the public reaction and the court rulings.

The portion cap rule isn’t a ban, and it isn’t about restricting free-
dom or choice. It’s simply a regulation on the size of containers, not 
on the amount people drink. . . . The case is about whether the New 
York City Board of Health has the authority to regulate restaurants 
in ways that protect the health of the City’s residents, over the fierce 
objections of some of the world’s biggest corporations, the soda 
companies. And, more important, whether the Board can protect 
New Yorkers from many other current and future health hazards, 
from unsafe conditions on the city’s beaches to toxic chemicals in 
food or water.29

What started out as a legal challenge to the portion cap had become a test 
of a much larger issue: whether city health departments had the authority to 
pass rules to protect and promote the health of citizens. In June 2014, the 
State Appeals Court ruled that they did not: “We hold that the New York 
City Board of Health, in adopting the ‘Sugary Drinks Portion Cap Rule,’ 
exceeded the scope of its regulatory authority. By choosing among compet-
ing policy goals, without any legislative delegation or guidance, the Board 
engaged in law-making and thus infringed upon the legislative jurisdiction 
of the City Council of New York.”30 Because the timing of these events can 
be confusing, Table 25.1 provides a summary.



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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lead in City Council protests against the rule, viewed it as challenging 
“nothing less than the principles on which our country was founded.” He 
was the recipient of a $2,000 contribution from PepsiCo’s Concerned Citi-
zens Fund. Executives of Coca-Cola and PepsiCo contributed to other 
council candidates as well as those running for public advocate, borough 
president, and mayor. For the most part, soda company employees’ dona-
tions to candidates were tiny, ranging from $25 to $1,500; most were under 
$200. Among the City Council members who accepted donations from 
soda company officials, some spoke out against the rule, but others did not. 
This was also true of elected officials who accepted such donations.34

But even such small donations or less direct ties to soda companies raise 
questions, not least because the larger donations track closely with viewpoint. 
For example, Coca-Cola executives gave about $10,000 to Christine Quinn, 
the Speaker of the City Council, who was then the leading candidate for 
mayor. Quinn said the “ban” was punitive, unlikely to be effective, and some-
thing that should be reconsidered once Bloomberg was out of office.35 Some of 
the members who spoke out against the rule—Melissa Mark-Viverito and Le-
titia James, for example—received higher campaign contributions and were 
also most active in seeking grants from the Coca-Cola Foundation to com-
munity groups in their districts. But at least one beneficiary of such grants, the 
Children’s Aid Society, joined a brief in support of the rule. Although such fi-
nancial connections invariably appear as conflicts of interest—and track 
closely with outcome—exceptions do exist. But in this instance, soda compa-
nies’ donations to City Council members’ campaigns and districts, no matter 
how small, paid off: the majority of council members opposed the rule.

Late in 2014, I attended a lecture on the cap rule given by Dr. Andrew 
Goodman, who had recently retired from the City Health Department. He 
talked about the extensive soda industry lobbying that had occurred while 
the rule was under consideration. Executives of soda companies and the 
ABA wrote the mayor and met with health officials. Coca-Cola even offered 
to fund a city-wide physical education program (the city turned it down). 
Former health commissioner Tom Farley also talked about the lobbying. He 
told the Wall Street Journal, “The soda companies hated [the cap rule]. They 
lobbied hard against it, and they reached a lot of council members. So, it 
would not be an easy thing to pass.”36 Soda lobbyists visited every City 
Council member. Health Department officials doubted they could get the 
rule through the City Council and thought it would have a better chance of 
passing if they worked through the Board of Health.
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SUPPORT FOR THE CAP RULE: BETTER LATE THAN NEVER

Perhaps surprised by the breadth and intensity of the opposition, the city was 
late in organizing support. Public health advocates only learned about the 
cap rule when it was announced publicly; they had to scramble to catch up. 
Some Health Department staff members told me they too heard about it at 
the last minute. Although Dr. Goodman said that health officials had spent a 
year discussing how best to develop the cap rule before releasing it, the an-
nouncement appeared spontaneous and unplanned. Perhaps they and the 
mayor assumed that most people would agree that their public health initia-
tives had done a great deal of good. If so, they were wrong. Early polls found 
the majority of residents to be opposed to the rule, often to the point of ridi-
cule. On this basis, The Onion observed satirically that the portion size issue 
had achieved a miracle: it had roused Americans out of political apathy.37

If the city was doing anything to organize support for the cap rule, its 
efforts did not become visible until February 2013. In response to complaints 
about the 7-Eleven exemption, Bloomberg appealed to Governor Andrew 
Cuomo to extend coverage to places operating under state jurisdiction. Ac-
cording to press accounts, the governor denied the appeal, saying, “It is not 
something we are considering at this time. . . . Haven’t really studied it.”38

In March—at long last—an impressive collection of medical, public 
health, and minority community groups filed amici briefs in support of the 
cap. The National Alliance for Hispanic Health led one group of amici. It was 
joined by groups such as the Harlem Health Promotion Center, National 
Congress of Black Women, Inc., the New York Chapter of the National As-
sociation of Hispanic Nurses, the Association of Black Cardiologists, and the 
United Puerto Rican Organization of Sunset Park, along with an equally im-
pressive coalition of medical centers, physicians’ organizations, and public 
health institutes. Another brief came from the Association of Local Boards of 
Healthcare, public health advocacy organizations, and university legal groups.39

A year later, the National Alliance for Hispanic Health filed a second 
brief in support of the rule, joined by additional minority community 
groups. The brief said: “For the one of every three children born in 2000 
who will develop type 2 diabetes, and for the one of every two African-
American and Hispanic girls who will get the disease, the question is not 
whether the Rule was justified but rather ‘What else is being done?’ It is for 
their sake that the Rule was adopted. . . . It is for their sake that amici urge 
this Court to uphold the Rule.” In a statement, the alliance’s president, Dr. 
Jane L. Delgado, succinctly summarized the underlying issue: “The beverage 
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industry has pursued a strategy of legal obstruction and put profits over the 
health of its customers.” Soon after, many other proponents of the rule came 
forward with supporting statements.40

Would the portion cap have encountered less public opposition if the 
city had engaged in coalition building right from the start? I think so. In his 
lecture, Dr. Goodman agreed. Health Department officials did not try to get 
support for the initiative because they did not want to tip their hand to the 
soda industry. But organizing support before taking action is essential to 
effective advocacy. Ben Jealous, the president of the NAACP chapter re-
sponsible for the amici brief opposing the “ban,” emphasized this point 
when he later commented that his organization

would support the idea of a ban but you have to do it well . . . it’s 
not the details about the policy. This is about organizing. This is 
about come talk to us, right? Let’s figure out how to do this to-
gether. . . . Rather than pitting each other against each other, let’s 
just be good organizers and do it the right way. . . . [The Mayor’s] 
got to come clean and actually humble himself to listen to his con-
stituents and say let’s solve this together. Our folks at the NAACP 
here in New York want to help him push through a comprehensive 
policy.41

Like Mr. Jealous, others criticized Mayor Bloomberg for proposing the soda 
cap with so little consultation, and for not understanding that such meas-
ures are likely to be received more favorably “within the context of a more 
consistent and compassionate message about the city’s commitment to the 
underserved.”42

This interpretation is borne out by public polls. Although a Gallup poll 
found that only 30 percent of Americans said they were for soda cap regula-
tions, the percentage was higher among low-income and minority respon-
dents. A Pew Research poll found that 67 percent of African and Hispanic 
American respondents agreed that government has a role in public health, 
as compared to just 33 percent of whites. Results like these suggest that the 
very groups most at risk of obesity and type 2 diabetes would be willing to 
support such interventions if approached with greater sensitivity to issues 
that concern them.43

The Hispanic Institute wants its constituency to understand the issues 
at stake. It compares the tactics of the soda industry to those of the tobacco 
industry.



360 SODA POLITICS

In the case of tobacco companies, minority community organiza-
tions walked away when they found themselves condemned by 
their constituents and were able to find other sources of revenue to 
replace the lost donations. It is critical, therefore, for the Hispanic 
organizations that are not tied by financial strings to big sugary 
drinks to speak out. . . . The Hispanic organizations that have thrown 
in their lot with big sugary drinks can make a choice to break the 
ties and to support the health needs of their constituents. . . . In 
doing so, they will also serve the health needs of the entire country.44

In June 2014, the appeals court handed down its verdict. The portion 
size rule, it said, infringed on power reserved for the New York City Council. 
If the city wanted to cap soda sizes, it would have to obtain approval from a 
majority of City Council members. Regardless of this disappointing deci-
sion, advocacy for size caps is unlikely to disappear. Even the European 
president of Coca-Cola, James Quincey, conceded that “serving sizes had to 
be reduced.” Coca-Cola’s CEO, Muhtar Kent, informed investors that the 
“romance of the smaller package” had become the most important driver of 
soda sales in North America. Health-conscious consumers were flocking to 
the 7.5-ounce cans, the very ones that cost more and provide higher profit 
margins to the company and retailers.45

Eventually, we will learn whether people who choose the 7.5-ounce cans 
drink less soda and gain less weight, or whether they follow generally health-
ier diets to begin with. But for now, it’s worth pondering whether the portion 
cap initiative failed in part because the 16-ounce limit was set too high.

ADVOCATE: CAP SODA SERVING SIZES

Understand the Issue

Larger soda portions:

 • Provide more calories
 • Provide more sugars
 • Induce greater consumption of sugars and calories
 • Induce underestimation of sugar and calorie intake
 • Cost less per ounce
 • Are heavily promoted
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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.



Taxing sodas is not a new idea. Any unnecessary, non-nutritious, but widely 
consumed comestible is a sitting target for taxation. Had sodas existed in 
1776, Adam Smith undoubtedly would have listed them along with sugar, 
rum, and tobacco as “extremely proper subjects of taxation.” What the soda 
industry prefers to call the “threat” of taxes first emerged in the United 
States in 1898 during the Spanish-American War, but Congress did not ac-
tually impose such taxes until the Revenue Act of 1918. That act included a 
10 percent tax on sodas, an affront the industry considered so objectionable 
that it organized a trade association, the American Bottlers of Carbonated 
Beverages, later renamed the American Beverage Association (ABA), to 
lobby for repeal. Taxes raise prices and, when they go high enough, demon-
strably reduce purchases. As revenue generators, soda taxes may appear at-
tractive, but they create a dilemma for government: if the tax rate is too 
high, federal revenues decline along with sales.1

The soda industry and retailers always oppose taxation, even at rates 
too low to affect purchase patterns. Their rationale: once taxes exist, they 
can always be raised. In 1919, while New York officials were predicting that 
soda taxes would enrich state coffers by $6 million a year, drugstore owners 
formed the Soda Fountain Association to whip up public sentiment and 
collect signatures on petitions to end the tax. By 1920 New York City re-
ported that soda taxes were generating a quarter of a million dollars a 
month from fountain sales, just within the boroughs of Manhattan and the 
Bronx. Although Congress repealed the 1918 wartime tax three years later, 
nearly every state was considering such taxes as a way to raise revenues. As 

26
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Mark Pendergrast explains, “lawmakers (with ‘upturned palm’) saw the 
wealthy bottlers and The Coca-Cola Company as a convenient source of 
special sin taxes.”2

The industry fought state tax initiatives such as Pennsylvania’s attempt 
to impose a 20 percent soda tax in the 1940s. By the 1950s, only two states 
had soda taxes: South Carolina’s 1-cent-per-bottle tax, passed in 1925, and 
West Virginia’s 1951 sales tax. All other attempts lasted only a few years or 
failed. From then until now, all segments of the soda industry vigilantly op-
posed such attempts. States continued to consider and occasionally pass 
soda taxes, but most were small—in the range of 1 cent per 12 ounces—and 
did not affect buying habits. In Puerto Rico, however, a tax of 5 cents per 
12-ounce drink did seem to reduce sales. Although the industry did all it 
could to fight them, the smaller taxes did not elicit much opposition from 
the public, especially when revenues were earmarked for social purposes 
such as drug education, medical education, or public parks.3

TAXES FOR A CAUSE: OBESITY PREVENTION

Throughout this history, soda taxes had only one purpose: to generate rev-
enue. But in 1994, Kelly Brownell, a professor of psychology who then di-
rected a center for eating and weight disorders at Yale University, came up 
with a new strategy. He suggested that funds collected from taxes on junk 
foods should be used to support physical activity or nutrition education in 
order to counter rising rates of obesity. He did not single out soft drinks for 
special consideration in that article or in a later one written in 2000 with 
Michael Jacobson of the Center for Science in the Public Interest (CSPI). He 
and Jacobson simply pointed out that a penny-a-can tax on soft drinks, too 
small to affect consumption, could generate $1.5 billion annually to fund 
health programs. Over the next several years, both authors continued to doc-
ument the growing body of evidence linking soft drink consumption to poor 
diets and obesity, the historical justification for soda taxes, and the value of 
small taxes as a way to raise funds for programs to discourage consumption.4

By 2008, twenty-eight states were taxing soft drinks at rates too low to 
affect sales and putting all of the revenues into general funds. The turning 
point came in 2009. That year, Brownell and colleagues proposed a different 
strategy: taxing soft drinks at levels high enough to discourage consump-
tion. In two articles in the New England Journal of Medicine, they called for 
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a national excise tax of 1 cent per ounce. Unlike sales taxes, excise taxes—
those levied on the production of specific items—appear as part of the pur-
chase price and are not paid separately by consumers. Brownell and his 
co-authors estimated that an excise tax at this level would increase the price 
of a 20-ounce soft drink by up to 20 percent. This, they suggested, not only 
would generate $15 billion in annual revenue, serious money that could be 
used to fund health programs, but also would reduce consumption by about 
10 percent. This difference, they suggested, could over time lead to signifi-
cant weight loss and a reduction in health care costs over time. Although 
one study showed that even a 12 percent price increase led to significantly 
fewer soda purchases, models developed by economists and others pre-
dicted better results from taxes at 20 percent.5

Beginning in 2009 and thereafter, many states considered the intro-
duction of soda taxes as an obesity control measure as well as a revenue 
generator. Although no state measures had passed by 2014, their intro-
duction suggested a growing interest in this approach at a time of severe 
budget restrictions. That year, as discussed in Chapter 27, tax initiatives in 
two cities in California, San Francisco and Berkeley, won majority votes. 
At the federal level, Representative Rosa DeLauro (D-Conn.) introduced 
legislation to tax sugars at 1 cent per teaspoon, with the revenues going to 
disease prevention programs. Survey results indicated that although 
voters generally oppose taxes on sugars and sodas, many people would be 
willing to approve them if they were linked to desirable social and health 
programs.6

This brief history holds lessons for soda tax initiatives aimed at ad-
dressing obesity and its health consequences.7 It reveals that any proposed 
tax on soda has a good chance of addressing obesity if it is constructed as an 
excise tax levied per ounce, raises the purchase price by at least 20 percent, 
and is earmarked explicitly for public health or social service programs.

ARGUMENTS AND ACTIONS AGAINST SODA TAXES

Opponents of soft drink taxes argue that taxation is neither a good nor an 
effective way to prevent obesity. They say it hurts small businesses, causes 
job losses, and—horrors—represents nanny-state government policy.8 These 
arguments, of course, ignore the effects of soda marketing on food choices 
and the high costs of obesity and its consequences to individuals and to 
society.
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The soda industry lobbies Congress on “issues pertaining to beverage 
taxes” and wants legislators to “monitor potential initiatives to impose a tax 
on sugar-sweetened beverages.”9 The industry also uses its considerably fi-
nancial resources to influence community and health groups that might 
otherwise favor soda taxes.

Let me give two particularly blatant examples. In 2009, the U.S. advo-
cacy group Save the Children (STC) campaigned for soft drink taxes in four 
states and Washington, D.C. But then STC accepted $5 million in grants 
from PepsiCo for international work in India and Bangladesh, and negoti-
ated with Coca-Cola for additional support. Late in 2010, STC announced 
that it would no longer be working on soda tax issues. A second example: 
when Philadelphia mayor Michael Nutter asked his city council to pass a 
2-cent-per-ounce soda tax as an anti-obesity measure, the ABA promised 
to deliver a $10 million donation to Children’s Hospital of Philadelphia 
(CHOP) for obesity prevention programs. The City Council promptly with-
drew Philadelphia’s soda tax measure.10

As I explained in Chapter 24, the soda industry generously funds astro-
turf groups to organize petition and public relations campaigns.11 The larg-
est of these groups, Americans Against Food Taxes, is a coalition of “57,000 
concerned individuals” and a great many food and beverage business groups. 
The coalition sponsors a website that encourages visitors to take action 
against soda taxes:

The food and beverage industry is doing its part to reduce child-
hood obesity through innovation, nutrition education, and en-
couraging physical activity. . . . Discriminatory and punitive taxes 
on soda and juice drinks do not teach our children to have a healthy 
lifestyle and have no meaningful impact on child obesity or public 
health. . . . American families and small businesses are struggling to 
survive in the current economy. click here to learn more about 
the devastating economic impact of raising more taxes on the food 
and beverage industry . . . and on the millions of Americans who 
eat and drink every day.12

As noted in Chapter 23, Coca-Cola and PepsiCo spent more than $9 mil-
lion each, and the ABA another $19 million, on lobbying against state soda 
taxes in 2009.13 The industry uses its funds and its funded front groups to 
great advantage in turning public opinion against such measures. In this 
chapter, I present three examples of national and international soda tax 
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initiatives that resulted in a variety of outcomes, all unsuccessful: New York 
State (withdrawn), two cities in California (voted down), and Denmark 
(passed but later rescinded). In Chapter  27, I explain how the lessons 
learned from these experiences led to more successful soda tax advocacy in 
Mexico, other California cities, and the Navajo Nation in New Mexico.

NEW YORK STATE

Late in 2008, New York State governor David Paterson proposed an 18 per-
cent sales tax on soft drinks along with other measures aimed at reducing a 
budget shortfall. He expected his “obesity tax” to generate more than $400 
million a year to be used for public health programs. The tax was meant to 
be high enough to affect consumption—and to be used for social pur-
poses—but it was not designed as an excise tax.14

As the New York Times understated the matter, Paterson’s proposal 
caused a “spirited debate.” The ABA argued that taxes such as these hurt the 
middle class and would cause job losses. It promised a major lobbying effort, 
which it delivered. After experiencing relentless lobbying for a month or 
two, and recognizing that the legislature was unlikely to pass the bill, Gov-
ernor Paterson retreated. His explanation: he was merely trying to create a 
conversation: “The tax on soda was really a public policy argument. . . . In other 
words, it’s not something that we necessarily thought we would get. But we 
just wanted the population to know some issues about childhood obesity.”15

Paterson observed that the soda industry bought off lawmakers with 
nearly $13 million in donations and advertising, even spending large sums 
in districts where 40 percent of minority children were overweight or obese. 
He told reporters, “We ran into the machine the way anti-smoking activists 
did in the early ’60s. . . . It’s not a fight you’re going to win right away.”16

In 2010, Paterson tried again, this time with a carrot-and-stick tactic: 
pairing the soda tax (stick) with state tax exemptions for diet sodas and bot-
tled water (carrots). This approach fared no better. During the first four 
months of 2010, the ABA spent $9.4 million on lobbying against the tax. 
Reportedly, all but $120,000 of that amount went to Goddard Claussen, the 
public relations firm well experienced in countering such initiatives—and 
evidently well paid. Goddard Claussen’s astroturf group, New Yorkers Against 
Unfair Taxes (“a name calculated to make the blood boil”), signed on more 
than 10,000 individuals and 158 businesses.17 Soda companies mounted 
their own campaigns, as Figure 26.1 illustrates.
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Figure 26.1 Pepsi delivery truck, “Say no to the beverage tax,” 2010. PepsiCo converted 
its delivery trucks in New York City to billboards arguing against soda taxes. This 
photo illustrated an article on soda industry anti-tax spending in the New York Times, 
July 2, 2010. Photo: Earl Wilson/New York Times/Redux. Used with permission.

Where was the public on all this? A Quinnipiac University poll released 
in April 2010 found that nearly 70 percent of New Yorkers opposed “fat 
taxes” (the polltakers’ term) on sugary drinks but that the percentage 
dropped substantially when respondents were told that the revenues would 
be used to fund health care.18

Although the New York State soda tax never came to a vote, at least 
thirty other states had introduced similar bills or were doing so. Coca-Cola, 
PepsiCo, and the ABA collectively spent at least $70 million to defeat soda 
tax initiatives from 2009 to 2012.19 They must view that amount as minor in 
comparison to the losses in sales expected if state soda taxes actually passed.

RICHMOND AND EL MONTE, CALIFORNIA

California towns such as Richmond and El Monte would seem unlikely 
places to break new ground on soda taxes. In 2012, both had populations of 
about 100,000, largely African and Hispanic American, and unemployment 
rates of about 15 percent. In El Monte, per capita average annual income 
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was less than $15,000; in Richmond, it was just over $23,000. In both, more 
than half of elementary school children were overweight or obese, and soft 
drink consumption was high, especially among teenagers. City health offi-
cials viewed soda taxes as a good way to address such problems.20

At the instigation of Dr. Jeff Ritterman, a member of the Richmond 
City Council, the council voted to place a soda tax of 1 cent per ounce on the 
November ballot—Measure N. The impetus for the measure came from a 
report prepared by the Contra Costa County Department of Health Serv-
ices. The county report found levels of soda consumption, obesity, and obe-
sity-related diseases to be higher among Richmond residents than those in 
other Contra Costa cities, and costly to local and state government. It included 
a map locating the abundant retail stores selling sodas within city limits, 
many of them close to schools. Among its suggestions for City Council action 
was a “sugar-sweetened beverage regulatory fee”—in other words, a tax.21

Based on this report, the council designed the ballot initiative to tax soda 
sales at a rate expected to raise more than $2 million a year. The council wanted 
to apply these funds to obesity programs, school gardens, and playing fields. 
But California’s Proposition 13, passed in 1978, requires any local tax measure 
earmarked for special purposes to be passed by a two-thirds majority, a per-
centage guaranteed to be difficult to achieve. Instead, the council proposed a 
separate ballot initiative—Measure O—to specify where the funds would go.22 
El Monte’s initiative also involved two distinct ballot measures. Voters would 
need to understand that Measures N and O were linked, a challenge in itself.

The ABA went into action in both communities. In Richmond, its as-
troturf group, the Community Coalition Against Beverage Taxes, registered 
by the Goddard Claussen public relations firm, funded street teams wearing 
T-shirts and holding signs with anti-tax slogans. Its “No on N” materials 
focused on the higher cost of sports drinks, baby formulas, and horchata 
and agua fresca (the latter two consumed largely by Hispanic residents). 
Campaign materials said: “Richmond needs real solutions like more jobs, 
better schools and safer streets. Not more taxes on working people!” And it 
exploited the division between the two measures: “No on N: millions in 
new taxes and not one dime guaranteed for our kids.”23

An after-the-fact investigative report found that much of the anti-tax 
advertising deliberately invoked race and discrimination to generate mi-
nority opposition to the measure. The ABA recruited African and Hispanic 
American community members to canvass against the tax. It also used 
issues of race and class to divide health advocates working to reduce obesity 
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from anti-poverty advocates. Another investigative report, this one exam-
ining news coverage of ballot measures from late 2011 to early 2013 in Rich-
mond, El Monte, and Telluride, Colorado (which also ran a failed tax initi-
ative), documented substantial “infiltration” of news accounts by the soda 
industry. Without identifying its role, the ABA-funded public relations agency 
recruited—and paid—community members to speak out against soda taxes. 
As Dr. Wendel Brunner, then director of public health for Contra Costa 
County, once told me, “Everybody was bought off.” This strategy permitted 
soda companies to appear as though they had nothing to do with promot-
ing opposition to the tax and that actions against it instead arose spontane-
ously from the community.24

Election campaign laws, full of holes as they are, still require spending 
disclosure. That is how we know that the ABA spent $2.2 million to fight the 
Richmond initiative, nearly ninety times the measly $25,000 spent by pro-
tax advocates.25 It used the funding to produce billboards such as the one 
shown in Figure 26.2, mailings, and television advertisements portraying 

Figure 26.2 Billboard, Richmond, California, 2013. The ad framed the soda tax as 
unfair to poor and working people, especially those of color. It illustrated an article, 
“Race-Baiting in Richmond,” in the East Bay Express, January 23, 2013. Photo by Rachel 
De Leon, courtesy of Robert Gannon, editor, East Bay Express. 
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proponents of the tax as white elitists who were seeking to impose unfair 
taxes on minorities and the working poor. In El Monte, it spent $1.3 million 
for similar purposes.

Against this kind of opposition, the pro-tax initiatives did not stand 
much of a chance, and the measures were overwhelmingly defeated. In both 
cities, 67 percent of voters cast ballots against the taxes. But at the same 
time, at least 60 percent of these voters approved the additional measures—
now moot—that would have authorized soda tax revenues to fund parks, 
recreation, and wellness programs. All in all, the ABA spent an estimated 
$115 for every single vote cast in its favor, most of it funneled through God-
dard Claussen. Given this level of spending, the California Endowment 
asked an obvious question: how could soda companies have used that 
money to help these low-income communities? By its 2012 estimation, the 
soda industry’s anti-tax spending could have paid for 41 playgrounds, 82 
miles of bike lanes, 1,100 water fountains, and 318,000 jump ropes (see 
Figure 27.1 for the 2014 update).26

The Richmond and El Monte examples taught important lessons. Ad-
vocates must do a better job of reaching out to minority communities and 
working with them to stop the soda industry from using race and elitism as 
strategies to undermine public health efforts.27 Advocates must do every-
thing possible to force soda companies, the ABA, and the Goddard public 
relations firm to disclose the amounts of money they are spending to defeat 
such initiatives, and the ways they are deploying the funds.

THE DANISH “FAT TAX”

In 2009, the Danish government announced a major tax overhaul aimed 
at  cushioning the shock of the recent global economic crisis, promoting 
 renewable energy, protecting the environment, discouraging climate change, 
and improving health—all while maintaining current revenue levels. The 
tax reforms made it more expensive to produce products likely to harm the 
environment and to consume products likely to harm health, such as sugar-
sweetened beverages. Because the targeted foods included a new category—
those containing at least 2.3 percent saturated fat—the tax was quickly framed 
as a “fat tax.”28

Denmark has taxed candy for nearly ninety years, and it was the first 
country to ban trans fats, in 2003. Because its income disparity is relatively 
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small, the effects of such taxes are less regressive than in many other places. 
Although the Danes are already fairly healthy as a population, they could be 
healthier. Thus, the tax policies aimed to increase life expectancy as well as 
to reduce the burden and cost of illness from diet-related diseases in a 
country where health care is universal and funded by taxpayers. The new 
“health taxes” were supposed to raise nearly $500 million annually, with the 
tax on saturated fat expected to account for more than one-third of that 
amount. Overall, the taxes were set at relatively low levels, and no one knew 
how they might affect consumption.

The experiment ended in 2012 with a change in government. Under 
intense pressure from the food industry in an already weakened economy, 
the new government repealed the tax. It explained the repeal as responding 
to complaints from consumers who resented having to pay more for an in-
gredient intrinsic to many foods, but the real reason was to appease busi-
ness interests. A coalition of Danish food businesses had begun a national 
campaign to undo the taxes, insisting that they would lead to a loss of 1,300 
jobs, generate high administrative expenses, and increase cross-border shop-
ping. In ending the taxes, the government used precisely those arguments: 
higher food prices raised the costs of doing business, put Danish jobs at 
risk, and drove customers to travel to Sweden and Germany to buy food.29

In its short lifetime, the tax did raise revenue. As for consumption, Uni-
versity of Copenhagen economists observed up to a 20 percent drop in pur-
chases of taxed foods during the first three months, but they could not say 
whether the decrease occurred because of the tax or the depression in the 
Danish economy.30 Overall, Danish food prices increased up to 9 percent—
enough to generate a political firestorm but not to make a measurable dif-
ference in health within the short period of observation.

As for lessons learned, it seemed evident that goals for taxation must be 
more clearly defined, and taxing a natural ingredient such as saturated fat is 
not a good strategy. The lesson for Europeans is that a small country with 
open borders cannot get away with raising food prices unless its neigh-
boring countries do so as well.

These examples describe tax advocacies that failed. But advocates ob-
served these cases carefully, and learned from them, as Chapter 27 demon-
strates.



Taxes do reduce consumption. In 2012, France instituted a 7-cent-per-liter 
tax on sodas as part of a fiscal measure aimed at reducing the cost of social 
security to farm workers and, perhaps, reducing obesity as well. Since the 
early 2000s, Coca-Cola had considered France a “growth engine,” but the 
tax led to a sharp drop in sales. In 2014, soda companies responded with a 
promise to reduce the sugars by 5 percent in their drink portfolios in France 
by 2015.1 The tax had this effect as well.

Advocates, therefore, had no reason to be discouraged by the failure of 
other soda tax initiatives. They could learn from those failures and try again 
in strategically chosen California communities such as San Francisco and 
Berkeley. They were inspired by the surprising adoption of a tax on sodas 
and junk foods in Mexico, a country with especially high soda consump-
tion, obesity, and type 2 diabetes. The Mexico example demonstrated that 
soda tax advocacy has a good chance of succeeding when it is done skill-
fully, generates public support—and is well funded.

THE MEXICAN “BLOOMBERG” TAX

Late in October 2013, Mexico’s president, Enrique Peña Nieto, signed into 
law an excise tax on sodas of 1 peso (about 8 cents) per liter. The tax was part 
of a fiscal reform program, which also included an 8 percent tax on snacks 
and candies. The government designed these taxes for two explicit pur-
poses: to reduce obesity and to raise revenues. Obesity and its conse-
quences are acute problems in Mexico, as nearly 70 percent of Mexicans are 

27
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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 marketing campaign succeeded in promoting an increase in soda 
intake, in part because of the widespread unavailability of potable water. 
Large segments of the Mexican population live in areas without clean run-
ning water. Sodas, however, are sold everywhere and quickly became inte-
grated into the cultural fabric of Mexican society, particularly in rural areas. 
Sodas are served to guests, mark social status, are given as bridal dowries, 
and replace wine in religious rituals.5 Mexico’s president from 2000 to 2006, 
Vicente Fox, had been president of Coca-Cola Mexico before he took office. 
Today, places selling sodas are ubiquitous, and bottles come in 3-liter sizes. 
These often sell for less than bottled water, in part because the price of Mex-
ican sugar is so low. Mexico grows its own cane sugar and sells it at market 
prices unaffected by U.S. tariffs and quotas. In 2013, I saw buses in Mexico 
City covered with ads for sugar: “It’s natural. A little happiness each day. 
Only 15 calories per spoon.”

The Soda Industry’s View of the Tax

Mexican advocates tell me that the soda industry’s pushback against the tax 
was ferocious, using all the usual tactics and then some. The soda and sugar 
industries used job losses as the main talking point. Their advertisements 
argued that the tax would put 3.5 million people out of work. I saw ads from 
sugarcane producers in major newspapers saying that higher soda prices 
would burden workers and the poorest families: “This tax will not solve the 
obesity problem. It will generate unemployment, and discourage produc-
tivity and investment.” One ad from the Mexican Beverage Association must 
surely be unique to Mexico. It not only attacked the science linking sodas to 
obesity but also extolled the nutritional benefits of drinking sodas: “Sugar is 
nutritious; it’s a carbohydrate. Carbohydrates are essential for life. Sugar is in-
dispensable for the brain. Soft drinks hydrate and bring energy.”

The soda industry even brought in the Center for Consumer Freedom 
(Centro para la Libertád del Consumo) to help with the anti-tax campaign. 
The CCF placed ads on school buses: “Can obesity be stopped by taxes? Yes 
or no to the tax on ‘fatties.’ ” The Mexican branch of the Coca-Cola Founda-
tion tried a softer approach. It spent $131,000 to install drinking fountains 
that purify tap water in forty-two schools, and said it would soon put the 
devices in another seven hundred schools at a cost of $2 million. These 
“Centros de Hydratación” are marked clearly with the Coca-Cola logo, en-
suring that children remain familiar with the brand.6
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How Did Mexico Pass the Soda Tax?

It is worth asking how the Mexican government succeeded in promoting 
public health against the opposition of some of its most important indus-
tries—cane sugar, sodas, candy, and snack foods. Evidence suggests that the 
answer lies in unusually effective pro-tax advocacy from members of the 
Alianza por la Salud Alimentaria (Alliance for Healthy Food), a coalition of 
twenty-two nongovernmental organizations and networks representing 
some 650 nonprofit and grassroots organizations. These groups worked 
closely with government officials and research scientists from the National 
Public Health Institute. The most prominent of the groups, El Poder del 
Consumidor (Consumer Power), is led by Alejandro Calvillo, a former Green-
peace organizer.

Together, these groups did advocacy by the book. They thoroughly re-
searched the facts, reached out to potential allies, and built a strong and 
united coalition. They forged alliances with Mexico’s president, the tax au-
thorities, and members of opposition parties. They explicitly linked the tax 
to an issue of major popular concern: providing clean water to schools.

But beyond its careful planning, the alliance had one other, critically 
important asset: it was unusually well funded. Bloomberg Philanthropies 
provided three-year grants eventually adding up to $16.5 million to three 
groups in the alliance, including El Poder and the collaborating public 
health research institute. The funds were to be used to advocate for banning 
the marketing of unhealthy foods to kids, improving front-of-package food 
labels, and improving guidelines for the sale and preparation of food in 
schools. But their immediate purpose was to promote the soda tax. As 
Bloomberg Philanthropies explains on its website: “In the Fall of 2013, our 
partners helped Mexico’s President Enrique Peña Nieto propose a new tax 
on sugar-sweetened beverages. We acted quickly to fund aggressive media 
campaigns in support of the tax.”7

With this kind of funding, advocates could recruit allies, among them 
the World Health Organization, and engage support of the tax. They could 
bring international journalists and anti-soda advocates, such as Dr. Jeff Rit-
terman of California’s Richmond campaign, to Mexico to meet with them 
and government officials.8

They also could invest in media. They produced a powerful film em-
phasizing linkages between soda consumption and type 2 diabetes. They 
produced two videos translating the real meaning of Coca-Cola’s television 
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ads and depicting Santa Claus apologizing for his version of the “karmic 
debt” he owed for having worked for Coca-Cola since 1931. Throughout the 
campaign, they placed pro-tax advertisements in subway stations, on tele-
vision, and in newspapers. Figure 27.1 shows one such advertisement.9

Advocates in Mexico had other advantages. They could frame their cam-
paign as countering the cost of obesity and type 2 diabetes to the economy 
and to the universal, single-payer health care system instituted the previous 
year. The political situation also helped. The three major political parties in 
Mexico had agreed that they would not actively try to undermine measures 
supported by the majority.10 And the earmarking of tax funds for clean water 
greatly helped to recruit allies.

Figure 27.1 Advertisement for the Mexican soda tax, 2013. The Alianza por la Salud 
Alimentaria (Alliance for Healthy Food) placed this ad in Reforma, October 24, 2013. 
My translation: “The obesity epidemic is transmitted by soft drink lobbyists. Senators: 
did you let them bite you already? Protect our health with a tax on sweetened 
beverages. Vote for 2 pesos per liter.” The Mexican government passed the soda tax the 
following week, but at 1 peso per liter. Courtesy of Alianza por la Salud Alimentaria/El 
Poder del Consumidor.
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In addition, advocates could take advantage of strategic mistakes made 
by the soda industry. Advertisements framing the tax as something im-
posed by the United States—“No to the Bloomberg tax . . . don’t let a gringo 
tell you what to drink”—struck Mexicans as xenophobic, overly aggressive, 
antagonistic to other food and beverage producers, and “out of step with the 
rest of the Mexican political system.” People were offended when the soda 
industry forced major media, which typically ran soda commercials, to 
block the alliance’s pro-tax advertisements in major magazines and radio 
and television stations. They also did not appreciate the industry’s personal 
attacks on Alejandro Calvillo.11

The soda tax went into effect in January 2014, and results were observed 
immediately—a drop in sales of up to 10 percent, despite soda companies’ 
efforts to maintain demand by reducing prices in rural areas. This per-
centage was half that expected if the tax had been 2 pesos per liter, but ad-
vocates thought it would still have useful effects. Mexican bottlers said the 
price increase would force them to substitute less expensive high-fructose 
corn syrup for cane sugar, but the parent Coca-Cola Company denied it 
was changing its sweetener. Instead, it promised to invest $8.2 billion in 
Mexico from 2014 to 2020. PepsiCo also said the tax would have no effect 
on its expansion plans in Mexico. By October 2014, it was evident that Mex-
icans were drinking less soda, so much less that Coca-Cola FEMSA, Mexi-
co’s largest bottler, said it was forced to close production lines and cut 1,300 
jobs. Business analysts observing these events predicted that the market 
would shift to increased consumption of water, juice, and milk, and less of 
soft drinks—just what the tax intended.12

At a Soda Summit meeting in Washington, D.C., in June 2014, Alejan-
dro Calvillo summarized what advocates for the Mexican soda tax had 
done right.13 To win such campaigns, he suggested, advocates should:

 • Begin with the public health problem, in this case rampant type 2 
diabetes and the amputations that result.

 • Identify the enemy—here, the soda industry—and position the tax 
as a solution.

 • Link tax revenues to a cause, in this case drinking water in schools.
 • Form alliances with academics, public interest groups, and government 

officials.
 • Develop a strong research basis.
 • Obtain adequate funding.
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 • Use the funds to engage public debate, call on experts, bring diverse 
voices in support, model the effects of the tax, reinforce economic 
and financial analyses, and use the media.

Amen.

SAN FRANCISCO: CHOOSE HEALTH SF

Back in the United States, two neighboring cities in Northern California, 
San Francisco and Berkeley, put soda tax initiatives on the 2014 Novem-
ber ballot. Health advocates framed San Francisco’s Proposition E as 
“Choose Health SF: Our Community’s Health Matters. Let’s Fight for It.” 
The public health community strongly supported the measure, as did the 
San Francisco Chronicle: “A statewide approach would be preferable, but 
there is no way the politicians in Sacramento—let alone Washington—are 
going to stand up to the beverage industry. It’s time once again for San 
Francisco to lead the way on a critical matter of public health. Vote yes on 
Proposition E.”14

Proposition E called for a tax of 2 cents per ounce on sugary beverages, 
and specified that the revenues were to go for physical education and nutri-
tion programs for children. The city’s economists estimated that the tax 
would raise the price of soda by 23 to 36 percent, reduce consumption by 
31 percent, and bring in $35 million to $54 million annually for the targeted 
purposes.15 Recall that for ballot measures specifying how revenues are to 
be spent, California law requires approval by two-thirds of city voters rather 
than a simple majority. Thus, although Proposition E won 56 percent of the 
vote, the measure did not pass. In contrast, as I soon explain, Berkeley’s 
measure required only a majority vote and passed easily.

The differences between the situations and outcomes in the two cities 
have been subjected to endless analysis.16 In the following sections I sum-
marize the main reasons for the loss in San Francisco.

The Two-Thirds Plurality Requirement

Proponents of the soda tax would have preferred to try for a simple major-
ity vote but did not trust the city government to use the revenues for health 
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purposes. A poll sponsored by the California Endowment showed that two-
thirds of voters would back a soda tax if the revenues were earmarked for 
programs for children and not just funneled into the city’s general spending 
account. But neither the San Francisco Board of Supervisors nor the may-
or’s office fully supported the tax, and proponents did not think the city 
government could be held accountable for spending the funds for social 
purposes.17 They chose to try for a two-thirds vote.

Community Demographics

The grassroots campaign, which worked well in higher-income, white neigh-
borhoods, did not start early enough or work hard enough in low-income 
communities. San Francisco is a more ethnically and economically diverse city 
than Berkeley, and proponents of Proposition E were unable to do sufficient 
outreach into Chinese, African American, and immigrant neighborhoods.18

Soda Industry Opposition

As might be expected, the No on E campaign was especially well funded and 
comprehensive. The soda industry did not want San Francisco to set a tax 
precedent. The American Beverage Association (ABA) framed the soda tax as 
a burden on the poor that would make living in San Francisco even less afford-
able. Its website, www.affordableSF.com, made that clear as did the name of its 
Astroturf group, Coalition for an Affordable City, and its slogan: “Stop unfair 
beverage taxes.” The website acknowledged who paid for it in small type: “With 
major funding by American Beverage Association California PAC.”

The ABA spent lavishly—nearly $10 million—to defeat Proposition E, 
much of it on TV and radio advertising, billboards, home mailings, polls, 
and political consultants. Reportedly, it paid the Goddard Gunster firm 
nearly $950,000 to run the campaign, which among other tactics used bill-
boards featuring local business owners declaring that they planned to vote 
no. But a brilliant exposé by ABC News’ Nightline investigators revealed 
how the ABA had recruited and paid people $13 per hour to “spontane-
ously” demonstrate against the tax, and how some business owners cited in 
the ads actually planned to vote yes.19

The ABA also gave generously to local political clubs, including the 
Harvey Milk LGBT Democratic Club, the Affordable Housing Alliance, the 

http://www.affordableSF.com
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Black Young Democrats of San Francisco, the Chinese American Demo-
cratic Club, and the San Francisco Black Leadership Forum. In contrast, Yes 
on E was only able to raise less than $300,000. Although Bloomberg Philan-
thropies initially expressed interest in supporting Yes on E, its polls sug-
gested that a measure requiring a two-thirds vote was a lost cause and not 
worth the investment.20

From the Advocacy Perspective, a Success, Not a Loss

Although Proposition E lost, San Francisco advocates count some lasting 
gains. The campaign brought the health effects of sugary drinks to wide 
public attention. It gained the support of a broad coalition of nonprofit or-
ganizations, Democratic clubs, parent-teacher associations, the school board, 
more than half the board of supervisors, and the San Francisco Chronicle. It 
exposed the underhanded methods and crass commercial goals of Big Soda. 
It induced companies to change their policies about sugary drinks in the 
workplace. Three supportive members of San Francisco’s board of supervi-
sors summarized the positive effects:

Despite over $10 million spent by Coke, Pepsi and Red Bull—the 
most ever spent on a campaign in San Francisco—the voters have 
spoken, and a majority support a soda tax. . . . The first domino has 
fallen, and more cities will be emboldened to follow, because we 
now know that taxing soda reduces consumption, just as tobacco 
taxes reduced smoking, and as Mexico’s consumption of soda and 
sugary beverages has dropped 10 percent since they instituted their 
soda tax this year. We were able to accomplish an incredible amount 
over 10 months with 1/30th of the funds the No side had. . . . This 
isn’t about one soda tax. This is about a national movement that 
was kicked off tonight, and we are proud to have raised the conver-
sation about the health impacts of soda and sugary beverages, and 
exposed the beverage industry’s deceptive tactics.21

BERKELEY VS. BIG SODA

In the one spectacular victory for U.S. soda tax advocates, the citizens of 
Berkeley, California, passed Measure D, a 1-cent-per-ounce tax on sugary 
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beverages, with a whopping 76 percent of the vote.22 Dr. Xavier Morales, 
executive director of the Latino Coalition for a Healthy California and a 
member of the campaign steering committee, exulted:

Berkeley’s fight against industry money can be put into the same 
category as the Battle of Thermopylae in 480 bc—when a vastly 
under-resourced and outnumbered few defended and held off 
hordes of invaders. Yes, lots of hyperbole here, but this is what 
happens when you think you can buy an election in Berkeley. We 
believe our neighbors more than we believe industry’s paid op-
eratives who only have one goal: to protect the sales of sugary 
beverages.23

Morales was referring to the $2.4 million spent by the ABA to defeat Berke-
ley’s Measure D, and to its usual buying of Astroturf “volunteers.” But he 
also was referring to how well Berkeley voters recognized the ABA’s tactics. 
University of California, Berkeley, professor Robert Reich, for example, 
produced a video exposing the ABA’s actions. Voters did not appreciate the 
way the ABA had papered Berkeley BART (transit) stations with No on D 
advertisements. They also did not appreciate the lawsuit filed against the 
measure by two Berkeley “residents,” both associated with public relations 
firms working for the ABA. One had registered as a new Berkeley voter on 
August 4 and sued the city ten days later.24

Berkeley, of course, was an obvious choice for a soda tax challenge. It is 
a small university town with a proud tradition of national leadership in civil 
rights, free speech, nonsmoking sections in restaurants, access for the hand-
icapped, curbside recycling, and school food policies. If soda taxes could win 
anywhere, they could win in Berkeley. Alternatively, if Big Soda could defeat 
the tax in Berkeley, no tax measure would have a chance anyplace else.

When I was an undergraduate and graduate student at Berkeley, we 
fondly called it “Beserkeley” or the “People’s Republic of Berkeley.” Less 
fondly thinking of it this way, the ABA thought that if Berkeley voters 
passed the tax, no one would believe it meant anything. Roger Salazar, a 
spokesman for the No on D campaign, said “Berkeley is not necessarily the 
trendsetter that they claim to be. . . . They are a nuclear-free zone. They give 
free pot to low-income folks. Berkeley is Berkeley.” Supporters, however, 
viewed the Berkeley win as “very much like tobacco . . . This is how it hap-
pens. It has to be encouraged for other cities. This is the beginning of a 
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movement.” CSPI’s Michael Jacobson agreed: “Big Soda’s PR machine can 
spin all it wants about Berkeley’s being out of step with the rest of the coun-
try, but it’s the industry that’s out of step.”25

What Berkeley Did Right

The Berkeley campaign avoided the mistakes made in Richmond and El 
Monte. Morales, who worked on the campaign with Dr. Vicki Alexander, a 
retired African American physician and public health official, noted the 
sharp change in the political climate since those campaigns: “In 2012, the 
soda industry skillfully navigated the racial dynamics of Richmond, por-
traying the measure there as a regressive tax backed by white elitists that 
would boost grocery bills of working-class people of color. . . . What’s going 
right in Berkeley is that it’s an inclusive effort with a very strong, diverse 
coalition that wants to do something about health disparities.”26

Larry Tramutola, a political consultant for Berkeley’s Yes on D cam-
paign, observed that the measure had unprecedented local political support 
from all eight city council members, all five school board members, the 
mayor, and most of the political candidates. He observed how offended 
they and many other Berkeley residents were by the amount of money spent 
by the soda industry to defeat the measure.27

In contrast to the campaign in San Francisco, Bloomberg Philanthro-
pies thought the Berkeley efforts were worth a $650,000 grant. This paid for 
canvassing and television advertising, and a commercial during the World 
Series (eventually won by the San Francisco Giants). The campaign also re-
ceived smaller but still significant donations from the American Heart As-
sociation and CSPI.28

Lynn Silver, a veteran of the New York City Health Department’s anti-
obesity campaigns who was then on the West Coast at the Public Health 
Institute, explained the win as the result of Berkeley’s supportive political 
leadership and the residents’ confidence that the City Council would spend 
the money on nutrition and public health. “As it turned out the city’s highly 
educated electorate, an Obama-style door-to-door grassroots campaign, 
getting pretty much every organization in town signed on, and the choice of 
the 50 percent threshold, created a ‘this one’s gonna win’ energy that ended 
up getting us way over the top with 75 percent.”29

Political consultant Larry Tramutola is even more specific about the win-
ning strategies. In a summary that makes it clear that the Yes on D campaign 
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had followed the rules of successful advocacy, he said that the campaign achieved 
the following:

 • Built a broad coalition of health experts and community leaders 
who knew the research

 • Proposed the measure as a general tax requiring a simple majority 
vote to pass

 • Recruited volunteers to conduct an aggressive door-to-door 
campaign in every Berkeley neighborhood

 • Recruited every elected official in Berkeley and every candidate for 
office, from school board to city council, to support the measure

 • Obtained backing from the League of Women Voters and the 
Berkeley chapter of the NAACP, and focused on people likely to vote

 • Made sure voters knew that the beverage industry was behind the 
No on D campaign30

WHAT’S NEXT FOR SODA TAXES?

Soon after the November 2014 elections, the Navajo Nation raised its taxes on 
sodas and junk foods, and linked the increase to an elimination of an existing 
tax on fresh fruits and vegetables. This nation includes the 300,000 people who 
live in 110 communities on and off its 27,000-square-mile reservation. One-
third of Navajos are diabetic or pre-diabetic, and diabetes is the fourth-leading 
cause of death among tribal members. The revenues from the tax increase are 
to pay for farmer’s markets, vegetable gardens, and exercise equipment.31

In Congress, Representative Rosa De Lauro (D-Conn.) introduced the 
Sugar-Sweetened Beverage Tax Act of 2014 (the SWEET Act) to raise $10 
billion a year to help prevent and treat diseases caused by excess soda con-
sumption. The act had little chance of passing, but it was a sign of the ex-
panding popular support for taxing sodas.

Will the ABA continue to pour millions into defeating these initiatives? 
By the end of 2014, it had spent about $117 million to fight soda taxes since 
2009, but to that must be added the $513,000 it spent to oppose a 2015 tax 
initiative in Vermont. The California Endowment considered how the mil-
lions spent to defeat the soda tax measures in San Francisco and Berkeley 
could have been used to improve the health and fitness of California’s chil-
dren.32 Figure 27.2 illustrates its suggestions.
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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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Take Action

 • Propose excise taxes.
 • Work to have the taxes increase the price of soft drinks by at least  

20 percent.
 • Explicitly link revenues to support of health, activity, or school 

programs.
 • Build a broad coalition of supporters that include health, university, 

and government organizations, including representatives of minority 
groups.

 • Engage communities most likely to be affected by the taxes.
 • Explain the tax as part of a broader commitment to address the 

needs of the underserved.
 • Expect strong opposition from the soda and other industries and 

strategize accordingly.
 • Counter that opposition with adequate funding.

Join the Campaigns

Several advocacy groups in the United States are actively engaged in sup-
porting soda tax initiatives. Appendix 1 provides information about them.



In her opening address to the Eighth Global Conference on Health Pro-
motion in 2013, Dr. Margaret Chan, director-general of the World Health 
Organization (WHO), concluded with a statement that touches on many of 
the themes of this book:

Efforts to prevent noncommunicable diseases go against the busi-
ness interests of powerful economic operators . . . it is not just Big 
Tobacco anymore. Public health must also contend with Big Food, 
Big Soda, and Big Alcohol. All of these industries fear regulation, 
and protect themselves by using the same tactics . . . front groups, 
lobbies, promises of self-regulation, lawsuits, and industry-funded 
research that confuses the evidence and keeps the public in doubt . . . 
gifts, grants, and contributions to worthy causes that cast these in-
dustries as respectable corporate citizens in the eyes of politicians 
and the public. They include arguments that place the responsi-
bility for harm to health on individuals, and portray government 
actions as interference in personal liberties and free choice. . . . Few 
governments prioritize health over big business. As we learned 
from experience with the tobacco industry, a powerful corporation 
can sell the public just about anything.1

“Just about anything,” in this context, means sugar-sweetened beverages—
calorically empty, demonstrably unhealthful, environmentally polluting, 
and extravagantly marketed. Figure 28.1 illustrates some of these points.

28
Conclusion

Taking Action
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Dr. Chan continued by reminding the audience that no country to date 
has been able to reverse obesity. This, she said, is “not a failure of individual 
will-power. This is a failure of political will to take on big business. . . . When 
industry is involved in policy-making, rest assured that the most effective 
control measures will be downplayed or left out entirely.” The influence of 
industry on health policy, she added, is “well documented, and dangerous,” 
so much so that “in the view of WHO, the formulation of health policies 
must be protected from distortion by commercial or vested interests.”

Her point is that the marketing strategies of Big Soda, Big Food, and 
Big Alcohol are much the same as those of Big Tobacco. Their profit goals 
are similar and conflict with those of public health. Singly and together, Big 
Food and Big Soda promote obesity and type 2 diabetes, a condition now 
understood to be a public health problem as prevalent and costly as those 
caused by alcohol and tobacco. This book focuses on Big Soda, but the les-
sons learned from this analysis apply just as well to any other ingested sub-
stance that leads to poor health.

In her speech, Dr. Chan did not suggest steps that governments must 
take to protect their health policies against corporate interests, nor did she 
say what advocates could do to encourage governments to take such steps. 
Others, however, have done so, drawing especially on parallels with Big To-
bacco.2 In this concluding chapter, I review some of the more prominent 
campaigns to limit the actions and impact of Big Soda, introduce several 

Figure 28.1 How soft-drink pushers think. Joel Pett suggests that the drive for 
corporate profit causes Big Soda to engage in marketing and lobbying efforts that 
pump kids full of junk and trash the environment. Such methods are no different from 
those used by Big Food, Big Alcohol, or Big Tobacco. Joel Pett editorial cartoon, with 
permission of Joel Pett and the Cartoonist Group. All rights reserved.
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additional advocacy approaches currently under consideration, and sum-
marize the principal strategies needed for effective advocacy for any inter-
vention aimed at promoting healthier food choices.

Let me acknowledge immediately that advocacy to reduce soda intake 
faces special challenges that distinguish it from advocacy for reduction of al-
cohol, tobacco, or junk foods. Like these other industries, the soda industry 
sells relatively inexpensive products that are available in almost every corner 
of the globe. Like them, this industry is extremely wealthy. Also like the others, 
health is the industry’s Achilles’ heel. But in sharp contrast to companies 
selling junk food, alcohol, or tobacco, Coca-Cola and PepsiCo consistently 
rank among the most admired, respected, and honored companies in the 
world.3 Health and environmental advocates must recognize the power of 
this favorable public perception when encouraging others to resist it.

CURRENT ADVOCACY CAMPAIGNS

In the United States, many groups have developed health campaigns aimed at 
reducing soda consumption. Among them at the time of this writing, three 
had taken the lead. The California Center for Public Health Advocacy, based 
in Davis, California, is the organizing center for healthy beverage policies. It 
runs the Kick the Can campaign in collaboration with the Center for Science 
in the Public Interest (CSPI) in Washington, D.C., and the Rudd Center for 
Food Policy and Obesity, formerly at Yale and now at the University of Con-
necticut. A fourth organization, the Berkeley Media Studies Group, provides 
technical assistance in advocacy methods, and a fifth, ChangeLab, provides 
models for legal challenges. Together and separately, these groups have devel-
oped—and make publicly available—extensive materials for use by advocates: 
research summaries, training videos and slide shows, and model letters, peti-
tions, and laws. These materials support advocacy for public education 
about the need to reduce soda consumption as well as for policies to establish 
a food environment that supports healthier choices of foods and beverages. 
Appendix 1 provides information about how to find and use these materials.

Government agencies concerned about the rising prevalence of obesity 
among their constituents also have developed education campaigns about 
sugary drinks. Appendix 2 presents examples of soda-reduction campaigns 
developed and run by U.S. government agencies at the national, state, county, 
and city levels.
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One other organization deserves separate discussion: Killer Coke. This 
group, led by Ray Rogers, began the Campaign to Stop Killer Coke in 2003. 
Its purpose, in his words, is to hold “bottlers and subsidiaries accountable 
and to end the gruesome cycle of violence and collaboration with paramil-
itary thugs, particularly in Colombia.” Despite the rhetoric—and Coca-
Cola’s insistent denials of responsibility—Rogers’s claims deserve serious 
consideration. At least two well-researched books and the documentary 
film cited in Figure 15.3 offer details and eyewitness accounts of the other-
wise alleged harassment and murders of union organizers at Coca-Cola 
bottling plants in Central America and elsewhere.4

The company says it has no responsibility for these problems and 
indeed has a stated policy on human rights: Coca-Cola “respects our em-
ployees’ right to join, form or not to join a labor union without fear of re-
prisal, intimidation or harassment. Where employees are represented by a 
legally recognized union, we are committed to establishing a constructive 
dialogue with their freely chosen representatives.”5 As noted earlier, the 
parent Coca-Cola Company typically owns less than a majority share of its 
international franchise bottling operations. Whether it bears responsibility 
for labor relations in those franchises is debatable, I suppose, but Rogers’s 
point is that a 49 percent stockholder could and should insist—forcefully—
that its bottlers uphold the human rights of unionizing workers.

Rogers views Coca-Cola’s denial of responsibility as disingenuous. His 
campaign challenges “the company’s widespread labor, human rights and 
environmental abuses and aggressive marketing to children of unhealthy 
beverages that fuel the childhood obesity, high blood pressure and diabetes 
epidemics.”6 The Killer Coke website provides information about the Coca-
Cola Company and its alleged criminal actions (by country), and much else 
about soda-related lawsuits, racial discrimination, campus activism, and 
health issues. Killer Coke’s slogans include such messages as “The Drink 
That Represses,” “Murder—It’s the Real Thing,” and “Unthinkable, Un-
drinkable.” Figure 28.2 provides an example.

Ray Rogers is a formidable advocate. He owns a single share of stock in 
Coca-Cola. This entitles him to attend annual corporate meetings, where he 
can and does stage protests. The Securities and Exchange Commission (SEC) 
warned him that shareholders must abide by SEC rules and that he must delete 
portions of the Killer Coke website containing inflammatory statements about 
Coca-Cola. Rogers’s reply: “The SEC plays patsy with the Wall Street banks 
and corporations and then they try to shut me up. . . . What’s that about?”7
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Killer Coke’s activities in the United States aim to induce college cam-
puses to ban Coca-Cola on the basis of the company’s tacit tolerance of 
human rights violations. The campaign succeeded at the City University of 
New York, which replaced Coke with Pepsi in a $21 million deal (see 
Figure 12.1). It was less successful at New York University (NYU), where I 
teach. NYU banned Coke in 2005 but rescinded the ban a few years later.

In 2014, the Killer Coke Campaign announced a new ally. The 1.6-mil-
lion-member American Federation of Teachers (AFT) passed a resolution 
to ban all Coca-Cola products from its facilities and events and to urge its 
affiliates to do the same. The ban, however, lasted only four months. Coca-
Cola requested and got meetings with the AFT executive committee. The 
result: the AFT cancelled the resolution and instead announced a partner-
ship with the company “in areas where we have a strong mutual interest, 
such as the elimination of hazardous child labor and advocating for increased 

Figure 28.2 The Campaign to Stop Killer Coke equates Coca-Cola with the devil: bad, 
shameless, vicious, immoral, criminal, malevolent. This poster is also available in 
Spanish and Chinese. Courtesy of Ray Rogers and Killer Coke. 
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educational opportunities for children.” If contributions from Coca-Cola 
were involved, neither Coke nor the AFT mentioned them. But Ray Rogers, 
as always, came right to the point: “The most effective way for Coca-Cola to 
help end illegal child labor in places like the Philippines and El Salvador 
is . . . to pay sugar processors enough money to pay fair wages to sugar cane 
harvesters.” He and others petitioned AFT to end the new partnership.8 
More such campaigns should be expected.

EMERGING TARGETS FOR SUGARY DRINKS ADVOCACY

Throughout this book, I have been talking about advocacy efforts to remove 
sodas from schools, stop soda marketing to children, cap soda sizes, and tax 
them. Let’s now take a quick look at some additional strategies proposed or 
introduced by advocates.

Remove Sodas from Kids’ Menus in Chain Restaurants

CSPI is campaigning to convince the twenty-three leading U.S. restaurant 
chains to remove all sugary drinks from meals aimed at children. More 
than 160 organizations and individuals have signed on to this campaign (in-
cluding me). Although the National Restaurant Association has its own vol-
untary Kids LiveWell program for putting healthier items on kids’ menus, 
and a few of the smaller restaurant chains already have adopted no-soda 
policies for kids’ meals, CSPI wants the big ones to make this commitment. 
In 2013, McDonald’s said it would phase out sodas; Wendy’s did so early in 
2015, as did Burger King.9 If healthier drinks are the default in kids’ meals, 
CSPI argues, it is easier for health-conscious parents to take their families 
to chain restaurants.

Eliminate Tax Deductions for Soda Marketing to Children

The U.S. tax code permits companies to deduct the costs of marketing—
even to children—as business expenses. Because marketing is so powerful 
an influence on food choice, eliminating the deduction for soda and fast-
food advertising directed at children should discourage companies from 
doing so. In 2014, advocates encouraged two senators to introduce the Stop 
Subsidizing Childhood Obesity Act, which would prevent companies from 
taking tax deductions on expenses for marketing junk foods to children 
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under age fourteen. A similar bill was introduced in the House: “To amend 
the Internal Revenue Code of 1986 to deny any deduction for marketing 
directed at children to promote the consumption of food of poor nutritional 
quality.” The bills got nowhere, but they brought the issue to congressional—
and public—attention. Attention is useful, but real progress takes action.10 
The lack of congressional support for this and similar public health meas-
ures is a reason why advocacy is so urgently needed, and why advocates need 
to engage in the political process.

Put Warning Labels on Soda Packages

Warning labels for cigarettes, especially those with photographs of the con-
sequences of smoking, have been effective in helping smokers to stop. Why 
not try them for sodas? In 2012, the Ontario Medical Association (OMA) 
examined tobacco-control policies to see how they might be applied to obe-
sity prevention. Among other measures, the OMA recommended placing a 
warning label on sugar-sweetened beverages. Its proposal for such a label is 
shown in Figure 28.3.11

The California Center for Public Health Advocacy is equally concerned 
about how excessive soda consumption can lead to diabetes. It worked with 
the UCLA Center for Health Policy Research to survey Central Valley resi-
dents hospitalized in 2011. Among all hospitalized patients, 31 percent had 
type 2 diabetes, but the percentage was even higher—42.5 percent—among 
hospitalized Latinos. On this basis, the center lobbied the California legis-
lature to introduce a Sugar-Sweetened Beverages Safety Warning Bill in 
2014. The bill would have placed a warning message similar to that shown 
in Figure 28.3, but without the photograph, not just on Coke and Pepsi but 
also on hundreds of other sweetened drink products that contain more 
than 75 calories per 12 ounces.12

The bill gained remarkably strong public support from more than one 
hundred groups representing hospitals, medical associations, nurses, labor, 
clinics, and health advocates, among them the Latino Coalition for a 
Healthy California and the California Black Health Network, and polls 
showed that almost 75 percent of California voters supported the measure. 
Understandably, the soda industry did not. Although the state senate passed 
the measure, the health committee of the assembly rejected it. Because this 
committee is in charge of California’s health, the no vote seemed an espe-
cially telling sign of soda industry influence. But the bill’s widespread public 
support suggested that this strategy would be worth trying again. Indeed, 
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the New York State Assembly soon introduced a similar measure for a 
“safety warning: Drinking beverages with added sugar contributes to 
obesity, diabetes and tooth decay.” Members of the San Francisco Board of 
Supervisors introduced a similar measure in 2015, and other such attempts 
were sure to follow.13

Use the Legal System to Curb Soda Marketing

Public interest lawyers have scrutinized tobacco-control strategies for 
ways that could be applied to sodas. One idea is to ban the public sale of 

Figure 28.3 A proposed soda warning label. The Ontario Medical Association (OMA) 
wants to warn Canadians about how excessive consumption of sugary drinks can 
contribute to obesity and its health consequences. Like the photographs of lung 
cancers and other diseases shown on cigarette packages in Europe, the OMA label 
depicts foot ulcers that can result from type 2 diabetes. Courtesy of the Ontario 
Medical Association. 
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sugary drinks to minors on the basis that “the concurrent travesty 
underly ing childhood obesity is the relative societal failure to slow and 
reverse its spread. If obesity were a highly infectious disease, then govern-
ment would have declared states of public health emergency decades ago 
and used nearly every legally supported intervention possible to stymie 
its impacts.”14

Lawyers are also looking for precedents to require food companies to 
pay for their contribution to obesity-related health care costs.15 The Va-
lorem Law Group in Chicago invoked a legal doctrine used in tobacco 
legislation, parens patrie (father of country), which refers to the govern-
ment’s responsibility to protect its citizens. In letters to the attorneys gen-
eral in sixteen states, the firm pointed out the need for taxpayer relief from 
the skyrocketing state costs of obesity-related health care. However un-
likely the immediate success of such approaches, they too raise awareness 
of the ways in which obesity poses problems for society as well as individu-
als. The Public Health Advocacy Institute at Northeastern University 
School of Law and the Public Health Law Center at the William Mitchell 
College of Law are two examples of a growing number of legal training 
sites that produce materials especially relevant to sugary beverage and 
other food legislation.

Change Institutional Beverage Procurement Practices

One way to create a healthier beverage environment is to set nutritional 
standards for drinks that can be offered or sold in government offices, child 
care facilities, hospitals, prisons, senior centers, and other such institutions. 
The U.S.-Canada Healthy Beverages Challenge, for example, calls on hospi-
tals to begin increasing the proportion of healthy beverages they sell as a 
first step to becoming zones free of sugary drinks. For cash-strapped insti-
tutions, this approach presents challenges. A similar campaign, the Healthy 
Hospitals Initiative, surveyed participating hospitals in 2012 and found 
them to be in widely different stages of implementing healthy beverage pro-
grams. Only about half had made significant progress. Nevertheless, many 
hospitals are replacing sodas with water, low-fat or nonfat milk, unsweetened 
coffee and tea, and smaller sizes of fruit and vegetable juices. For hospitals 
and other institutions that are engaged in community health programs, get-
ting rid of sugary beverages is a logical step. So is getting rid of McDonald’s, 
especially from children’s hospitals.16
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Reach Out to Large Audiences

Although countless documentary films have shown how food marketing 
affects health, none has been distributed as widely as Fed Up, “the film the 
food industry doesn’t want you to see,” released in 2014 (I appear in it, 
briefly). The producers, Katie Couric and Laurie David, and director, Steph-
anie Soechtig, interviewed dozens of experts who take a hard, critical look 
at how food and beverage marketing promotes obesity.17 Although the film 
focused mainly on the effects of sugars on obesity and type 2 diabetes, it had 
plenty to say about soft drinks as sugar delivery systems aimed at young 
children. One of the posters designed to promote the film picked up on this 
theme, as shown in Figure 28.4.

Figure 28.4 The award-winning poster to advertise the documentary film Fed Up, 
2014. Although the producers used a different poster to market the film, this one 
conveys a powerful message about government’s collusion with industry in selling 
sodas. Courtesy of RADIUS-TWC and the Weinstein Company.
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Join the Do-It-Yourself Healthy Beverage Movement

Small machines for making carbonated water at home, such as those from 
SodaStream, have been cutting into soda sales and undermining soda mar-
keting. These are fitted with rechargeable carbonation cartridges. You fill a 
compatible bottle with tap water, screw it into the machine, and press a lever 
that squirts carbon dioxide into the water. You can drink the soda water plain, 
add sugary syrups supplied by soda manufacturers, add fruit juices, or make 
your own concoctions. At least one book provides recipes for using these 
machines to produce healthier carbonated drinks at home. Late in 2014, 
PepsiCo began test-marketing some of its products in a partnership with 
SodaStream, an action expected to improve the fortunes of both companies.18

Jam the Culture

With little money to spend on public relations and organizing, community 
and public health advocates must seek other ways to educate and engage the 
public. Soda marketers have no problem using the frames of “happiness,” 
“pause,” and “refresh” to convince you that sugary drinks will make you feel 
good, all day long, especially if you consume them everywhere and in large 
amounts. Advocates are looking for ways to reframe those messages to counter 
the disproportionate resources and political power of food companies. 
“Jamming the culture” refers to the conversion of corporate advertising to 
advocacy purposes, as in creating satirical versions of Coca-Cola commercials 
or songs, or organizing “beautiful trouble”—artistic activism that brings issues 
to public attention and engages people in political action. The Occupy Big 
Food movement is one example of such activism.19 These outside-the-main-
stream methods are limited only by imagination. Expect to see more of them.

GUIDELINES FOR EFFECTIVE ADVOCACY

The history of social movements and personal accounts by community or-
ganizers and advocates for a wide range of causes suggest basic guidelines 
for conducting successful advocacy campaigns. The food policy analyst 
Corinna Hawkes, for example, extracted the take-home lessons from a review 
of international actions to improve food choices. Advocacy, she concludes, 
is likely to be most effective when it involves multiple components—a 
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 comprehensive policy approach—that includes education to change per-
sonal behavior along with interventions to make the food environment 
more supportive of healthier food choices. She points out that soda compa-
nies use multiple strategies when they back product reformulations with 
advertising campaigns. Governments do too when they link classroom in-
struction to new school nutrition standards. Her research argues that educa-
tion works better with policy and program interventions, and that policies 
have a greater chance of succeeding when backed up by public education.20

The Berkeley Media Studies Group (BMSG) has distilled lessons learned 
from social movements into a succinct summary of the essential steps nec-
essary for successful advocacy campaigns, and the methods for applying 
these steps to policy change.21 Advocates working to improve the environ-
ment of food choice need to:

 • Define the problem—health, social, economic, political—that 
demands a change in policy or program.

 • Do the research and establish a thoroughly documented basis for 
concern about the problem.

 • Choose a goal that represents the best—or the most practical or 
politically feasible—way to address the problem.

 • Identify the person, agency, or institution with the authority or 
power to achieve that goal.

 • Enlist allies who can help support and promote the goal.
 • Work with allies to create messages (“frames”) that describe the 

problem, the proposed solution, and why it is important to solve the 
problem.

 • Use the media to educate the public and generate support.
 • Work with allies to determine actions—letters, petitions,  

demonstrations, use of social media, lobbying, and others—to 
convey these messages to the target authority.

 • Take these actions.

But advocacy does not end with the action or intervention. Advocates 
must do even more:

 • Evaluate how well the actions worked to achieve the goal.
 • Review, reconsider, and take further action.
 • Persist.
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To this list, I must add one other critically important step that emerges 
from the experience with soda tax initiatives:

 • Obtain adequate funding.

What strikes me most about these steps is how straightforward they 
appear, yet how extraordinarily difficult they can be in actual practice. In 
my experience, it can be difficult for food advocates to define problems 
clearly, set specific goals, frame messages, or enlist allies. Many well-inten-
tioned campaigns falter because they have not done the groundwork—
especially the deep and sensitive community organizing needed to gain 
support for campaign goals. Effective advocacy requires knowledge, skills, 
and experience to put these steps into practice and to overcome the obsta-
cles that inevitably crop up. The obstacles are not only political. Sometimes 
they are personal. Confrontational and culture-jamming methods, for ex-
ample, may well take potential allies outside of their comfort zones.

Advocacy requires persistence, patience, and time—in seemingly infi-
nite amounts. It requires a level of commitment—and the persistence, pa-
tience, and time that go with it—far beyond the capacity of most volunteers, 
especially if they are not paid. Money helps. Advocacy campaigns based on 
volunteers are difficult to sustain in the long run. It is not an accident that 
the two successful soda tax campaigns to date were funded by Bloomberg 
Philanthropies (Chapter 27). Most advocacy campaigns are not so fortunate 
and must compete for grants from the same few foundations. One explana-
tion for CSPI’s decades of longevity is its firm funding base. Nearly a million 
readers subscribe to its monthly publication, Nutrition Action Healthletter. 
The subscriptions pay for 90 percent or so of the center’s expenses, and 
foundations cover the rest.

Although the funding and other challenges of effective advocacy cannot 
be underestimated, I see much cause for optimism. Advocacy has had a pro-
found effect in reducing soda consumption in the United States, so profound 
that this book can be read as a case study of successful health advocacy.

ADVOCACY IS WINNING

In 2014, I attended CSPI’s Soda Summit in Washington, D.C., a meeting that 
brought together hundreds of advocates engaged in a variety of projects to 
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reduce soda consumption. One speaker after another began with what 
seemed like the meeting’s overriding theme: “We are winning.” Sales of 
sugar-sweetened sodas have been falling steadily in the United States for a 
decade, with no sign of reversal. And sales are falling faster in places with 
active “drink less soda” campaigns. In Great Britain, where 60 percent of drinks 
already contain no sugar, sales of sports drinks are also falling as public 
health campaigns such as Give Up Loving Pop (GULP) are having an effect. 
In 2015, the French parliament banned unlimited refills of soft drinks. 
Drink preferences are changing to the healthier—or to the perceived 
healthier—and not just as a result of economic recession or changing food 
prices. By far the most convincing explanation for this downward trend is 
the public’s response to health advocacy.22

To the dismay of soda companies, diet drinks have also become the sub-
ject of health concerns, and their sales too are falling rapidly. In 2015, in an 
attempt to reverse this trend, Pepsi announced that it would no longer use 
aspartame to sweeten these drinks. Because customers singled out aspartame 
as the main reason why they stopped drinking Diet Pepsi, the company said 
it would replace aspartame with artificial sweeteners perceived as less harmful. 
But if these perceptions change, diet soda could be at even greater risk.23

Without question, advocacy has gained media attention, increased public 
awareness of the health effects of sodas, and engaged communities and 
young people. Nearly two-thirds of Americans now say they are avoiding 
sodas in their diet—an increase of 20 percent since 2002. It is no coincidence 
that along with the decline in consumption of sugary drinks, the prevalence 
of obesity is leveling off and even declining in some groups.24

Soda companies are responding to this “failure and disarray” in their 
business by lowering their revenue and growth targets, and by diversifying 
their product portfolios in ways that were unimaginable just a few years 
ago. In 2014, Coca-Cola paid more than $2 billion to acquire a significant 
stake in Monster Beverage, the maker of highly caffeinated energy drinks 
recently associated with the deaths of several young people (see Chapter 3). 
It also invested in Fairlife, a milk filtered and treated with lactase (the enzyme 
that splits lactose, the sugar in milk that some people cannot digest, into 
glucose and galactose) to produce a milk product with 50 percent more pro-
tein and 30 percent less sugar. This product will cost twice as much as reg-
ular milk, but the company expects it to “rain money.”25

Also in 2014, in a move widely viewed as an admission that sugary 
drinks promote obesity, the Alliance for a Healthier Generation (founded 
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by the American Heart Association and the Clinton Foundation) and the 
American Beverage Association (funded mainly by Coca-Cola and Pep-
siCo) jointly pledged to reduce the calories in such drinks by 20 percent by 
2025. Although Risa Lavizzo-Mourey, president and CEO of the Robert 
Wood Johnson Foundation, was “especially pleased that this commitment 
will target communities with disproportionately high consumption rates of 
sugar-sweetened beverages,” the move appeared more as public relations 
than as a genuine commitment to health. The industry was still pouring mil-
lions into fighting soda tax initiatives and warning labels and into promoting 
its products in African American and Hispanic American communities.26

Business analysts worry about the soda industry’s response to health 
concerns. They think soda companies should be working harder to reduce 
the impact of their products on health and the environment. They are well 
aware that this industry is vulnerable to attacks by competitors such as 
Brita, the maker of devices that filter tap water; this company advertised its 
filters by displaying the number of sugar cubes soda drinkers consume in a 
year. The Wall Street Journal produced a video highly critical of Coca-Cola’s 
seemingly desperate marketing response to declining sales. Bloomberg Busi-
nessWeek displayed similar views, as illustrated in Figure 28.5.27

Business analysts also want soda companies to clean up some of their 
more unsustainable management practices. The billionaire Warren Buffett, 
a major investor in Coca-Cola, thinks the company’s executives are paid too 
much. So does Calvert Investments, which notes that the compensation 
paid to Coke’s CEO is “not well aligned with sustainable shareholder inter-
ests.” Coca-Cola, Calvert says, should modernize its board of directors to 
deal with its members’ age, entrenchment, and lack of independence, so as 
better to “address sustainability challenges and opportunities,” especially in 
emerging markets. Another group, Wintergreen Advisers, runs a website 
(fixbigsoda.com) devoted to getting better value from the 2.5 million shares 
of Coca-Cola it manages for its clients. In 2015, the Gates Foundation liqui-
dated its holdings in Coca-Cola, valued at $914 million, along with holdings 
in McDonald’s and ExxonMobil. Analysts interpreted these actions as con-
sistent with the foundation’s policy not to invest in companies whose corpo-
rate activities it finds to be “egregious.”28

But before celebrating, consider the work that still needs to be done. Soda 
companies are marketing sugary juice drinks, teas, coffees, waters, and sports 
drinks as healthier options. They have shifted their soda marketing to target 
the low-income populations of the developing world, particularly in Asia, 



402 SODA POLITICS

Latin America, and Africa. These actions demand further advocacy. The ac-
tions of advocates for reduced soda intake may be less advanced in emerging 
markets, but they are increasing in scope and intensity as international gov-
ernments confront the personal and economic costs of obesity and type 2 dia-
betes in their countries. The Mexican government’s banning of soda and junk 
food advertisements on daytime television in 2014 may well signal the begin-
ning of major international efforts to counter soda marketing.29

Also relevant is increasing public support for a new kind of corporate 
structure—benefit corporations—that link profit mandates to production of 
measurable societal benefits. By 2014, nearly half the states authorized such 
structures for incorporation of new businesses. These states require corpo-
rate directors to consider the interests of all stakeholders, not just owners of 

Figure 28.5 Bloomberg BusinessWeek, August 4–10, 2014. The cover story focused on 
the threat posed by obesity to Coca-Cola’s sales and profits. The magazine took a dim 
view of Coca-Cola’s announcement that it would be concentrating its marketing efforts 
on smaller cans and bottles. Used with permission of Bloomberg L.P. Copyright© 2014. 
All rights reserved.
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shares, when making business decisions.30 Although it is unlikely that either 
Coca-Cola or PepsiCo will switch to this model, benefit corporations put 
pressure on other businesses to make their corporate social responsibility 
actions more genuinely socially responsible.

As I hope is evident, the purpose of this book has been to encourage 
everyone who cares about their own health and that of their children to 
engage in advocacy for healthier beverages, but also to advocate for healthier 
diets—and societies. The examples I discuss here aim to bring the relation-
ship between sugary drinks and health to the forefront of public attention. 
But they also point to the need to advocate for the full range of food issues 
that affect health and the environment. This, of course, requires engage-
ment with and use of the political system, no matter how distasteful that 
task might appear. Such engagement can be less frustrating and more effec-
tive at the local level, which is why city soda tax initiatives have a good 
chance of succeeding when advocacy is done right.

Like businesses in general, food businesses—even the most socially 
conscious—must put profits first. To be effective, advocates must under-
stand that soda and other food corporations are willing to spend fortunes to 
influence political processes. Without anywhere near that kind of funding, 
it becomes necessary to find smarter methods for using the political process 
to counter soda industry marketing. At the very least, advocates should 
hold legislators and food companies accountable when they fail to support—
or actively oppose—public health and environmental measures.

Enormous opportunities are available for advocacy work to counter 
pressures on corporations to grow at any cost, to push back on relentless 
marketing and lobbying, and to educate the public about the need to create 
systems and environments that support healthier food choices. My hope is 
that Soda Politics provides compelling evidence for the value of food advo-
cacy work. I wrote it to inspire readers to action. Join the food movement. 
Work with others to make adequate, safe, accessible, affordable, healthy, 
and delicious food available for everyone, everywhere.



Sodas are everywhere. Marion Nestle stings us with their ubiquity in Soda 
Politics, their seemingly banal presence in our lives suddenly taking on new, 
shocking meaning. Sodas are advertised on billboards, television, and the 
Internet, available in convenience and grocery stores, in movie theaters and 
fast-food restaurants. Anytime you desire a soda, you can get one—often at 
less expense than a bottle of water. And that’s true virtually anywhere in 
the world, from small villages in Kenya to schools, sports events, and even 
hospitals. The availability of sodas anyplace at any time inures us to their 
harmful effects on our health. And just in case you start to question their nu-
tritional value, Big Soda, as Nestle calls the corporate entities and their pals 
who produce and promote them, forcefully creates a different story through 
advertisements that feature the most prominent celebrities of our time or 
by tying sodas to philanthropic donations to deserving nonprofit organi-
zations.

I approached Marion Nestle about writing Soda Politics because, as a 
pediatrician and a storyteller, I knew the real story of soda had to be told. I’d 
read academic articles in top medical journals demonstrating through com-
pelling data that sodas are the number one contributor to childhood obe-
sity. As Nestle presents in the book, a plethora of recent studies now show 
that sodas simply are not good for you. And yet soda companies still cling 
to tired claims that they are reducing calories in their products by offering 
smaller-sized bottles or cans, or tout connections between enjoyment of 
sodas and an active lifestyle (undoubtedly to burn up the empty calories 
they so doggedly push on consumers around the world).

Afterword

Neal Baer
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Sodas are big business—a multibillion-dollar business, in fact. Big Soda has 
much to lose if people turn to healthier choices for hydration—namely, water. 
It’s no accident that these businesses now own bottled water brands as well.

Sodas, as this insightful book shows, have a fascinating story of their 
own. How a product that is made for pennies from water, high-fructose 
corn syrup, and flavoring and which has absolutely no nutritional value can 
command such admiration and respect is a marvel of advertising. Add to 
that the legions of lobbyists who tirelessly promote soda at great expense to 
protect the product from taxes and to keep them in schools. The result—
sodas are no longer just refreshment or a source of liquid “happiness,” but a 
major corporate powerhouse that spares no expense to keep people drinking 
in all corners of the world.

After reading Soda Politics, you’re probably angry, even outraged. How 
can companies knowingly promote a product that is deleterious to people’s 
health? The answer is simple: money. Sodas make lots of money, just as 
cigarettes do. And when money collides with health, corporations turn to 
the mantras of “choice” and “individual responsibility.” They insist that they 
are giving consumers what they want. Of course, they never acknowledge 
their role in manufacturing that desire with decades of advertisements, phi-
lanthropy, and other clever promotional gambits.

I view sodas as the hub of a corporate wheel, with spokes extending to 
all the areas in which sodas have an impact. First is health. There is no ques-
tion that drinking sodas every day is harmful. Certainly, enjoying sodas as 
a treat once in a while is fine, but making them a habitual part of one’s diet, 
as Nestle shows, contributes to obesity and other health problems.

Another spoke is government. Sodas are supported by subsidies that 
provide farmers with payments for raising corn, from which high-fructose 
corn syrup is derived.

Sodas reach into the philanthropic world, another spoke, where mil-
lions of dollars of consumer-generated profits are served up to deserving 
organizations, a salve on Big Soda’s corporate conscience. Of course, logos 
everywhere proclaiming soda companies’ largesse is another clever way to 
promote the product while receiving a tax break.

A fourth spoke is the environment. While sodas are cheap to the con-
sumer, their cost, as Nestle shows, is profound. The amount of water needed 
to raise enough sugar beets to make one liter of soda is staggering. And 
soda companies have fought recycling programs and deposit charges on 
their containers for years.
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Still another spoke emanating from the soda hub is youth. Sodas are 
targeted at children and adolescents in many ways, including through school 
vending machines, sports events, pouring rights at colleges and universi-
ties, and, of course, through ever-present advertisements. Soda companies 
will tell you that they voluntarily do not advertise to children. Technically 
that’s true, but, for example, they do advertise extensively on television, and 
we all know that children watch much more than the shows directly aimed 
at them. And since sodas are the number one contributor to childhood obe-
sity, which is arguably the greatest health problem facing our country, it’s 
hard to ignore soda’s astonishing impact on youth.

So what can we do to level the playing field? We can bring Nestle’s story 
of soda to others. We can make our schools’ lunch programs healthier. We 
can educate young people—as well as adults—about the health hazards of 
drinking soda on a regular basis. There are many steps individuals can take 
to change their diet or initiate a soda tax in their communities. Readers in-
terested in taking action can turn to actionlab.org, my website and mobile 
app, which will provide a plethora of things you can do, from learning how 
to read labels to a practical guide for taking soda vending machines out of 
your children’s schools. Soda Politics has the power to inspire, to open our 
eyes to the harm these products are causing to ourselves and our families. 
Now it’s up to you to draw on what’s inspired you and put it into action in 
your own community. And actionlab.org is here to help you do that.
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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


 Appendix 3 413

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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Notes

Much of the research in Soda Politics is based on print sources, but more derives from 
materials found online from 2012 to 2015. Online sources, alas, must be considered 
ephemeral. Soda companies and government agencies are constantly tinkering with 
their websites, and sources available when I started the research often disappeared soon 
after. A surprising number of links that were functional in January 2015, for example, 
no longer worked in April. Consequently, these reference notes provide only basic web 
addresses. Documents are best located by typing their titles into search engines. To save 
space, the notes use abbreviations of frequently cited sources. I list those here with their 
current web addresses.

Abbreviations

Ad Advertising
Am American
ABA American Beverage Association, at www.ameribev.org
AJCN  American Journal of Clinical Nutrition, at http://ajcn.nutrition.org/
AJPH  American Journal of Public Health, at http://ajph.aphapublications.org/
AP Associated Press
Assoc Association
CDC Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, at www.cdc.gov
Clin Clinical
CSPI  Center for Science in the Public Interest, at www.cspinet.org
EPA Environmental Protection Agency, at www.epa.gov
ERS Economic Research Service of the USDA, at www.ers.usda.gov
FAO  Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations, at www.fao.org
FDA U.S. Food and Drug Administration, at www.fda.gov
FNS Food and Nutrition Service of USDA, at www.fns.usda.gov
FTC Federal Trade Commission, at www.ftc.gov
GAO  Government Accountability Office (until 2004, General Accounting Office), 

at www.gao.gov

www.ameribev.org
http://ajcn.nutrition.org/
http://ajph.aphapublications.org/
www.cdc.gov
www.cspinet.org
www.epa.gov
www.ers.usda.gov
www.fao.org
www.fda.gov
www.fns.usda.gov
www.ftc.gov
www.gao.gov


HHS U.S. Department of Health and Human Services
Int International
IOM Institute of Medicine of the National Academies, at www.iom.edu
J Journal, journal of
JADA  Journal of the American Dietetic Association (now JAND), at www.andjrnl 

.org
JAND  Journal of the Academy of Nutrition and Dietetics (formerly JADA), at www 

.andjrnl.org
JAMA  Journal of the American Medical Association, at http://jama.jamanetwork 

.com/journal.aspx
Med Medicine
NCHS  National Center for Health Statistics of the CDC, at www.cdc.gov/nchs
N.d. No date
NEJM New England Journal of Medicine, at www.nejm.org
Nutr Nutrition
NYC New York City
NYT New York Times, at www.nytimes.com
Prev Prevention, Preventive
Res Research
Rev Review
Suppl Supplement
U University
USDA U.S. Department of Agriculture, at www.usda.gov
WHO  World Health Organization of the United Nations, at www.who.int
WSJ Wall Street Journal, at http://online.wsj.com
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