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“ 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.” 1 

Roberto Guzieto, CEO (1971), The Coca-Cola Co.
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Executive Summary
Public health officials, researchers, health advocates, and the public have become 
increasingly concerned about the over-consumption of sugar-sweetened beverages  
(SSBs, including sugar-sweetened carbonated soft drinks, energy drinks, teas, 
fruit drinks, and others), because scientific research has determined that excessive 
consumption increases the risks of tooth decay, obesity, diabetes, and heart disease. 
Publicity in the United States about that evidence, for example, has helped decrease 
per-capita consumption of sugar drinks by 25 percent between 1998 and 2014. 
Declines have also occurred in other high-income nations. However, that is not the 
case globally.

The two major global soft-drink producers, Coca-Cola and PepsiCo, have sought to 
maintain their profits in the face of declining sales in wealthier countries by, like the 
tobacco industry, investing heavily in low- and middle-income countries. Thus, both 
companies, as well as other multinational and local beverage producers, are spending 
several billion dollars a year in such countries as Brazil, China, India, and Mexico to 
build bottling plants, create distribution networks, and advertise their products to 
maximize sales. 

The effects of intensive marketing of sugar drinks may best be seen in Mexico. That 
country is one of the biggest consumers of those drinks and has some of the highest 
rates of obesity in the world. The Mexican government is seeking to reverse that 
health crisis by imposing a modest excise tax on sugar drinks (and a sales tax on 
snack foods), with industry fighting back vigorously. However, few other countries 
have adopted any measures to prevent or reduce excessive consumption of sugar 
drinks and the serious health and costly health-care consequences that are sure to 
follow.

Some companies have voluntarily disclosed calories on containers and refrained from 
selling sugar drinks in schools, but they have opposed legislation and their timid 
self-regulatory measures have done little to restrain the marketing or consumption 
of the products. Hence, for the sake of the public’s health, nations, the World 
Health Organization, companies, and civil society need to take more vigorous steps, 
including: 

Countries should:
• Make improved nutrition (regarding SSBs and other parts of the diet) a top 

priority, especially in light of the global obesity epidemic. Health ministries 
should work with other relevant ministries (including taxation, agriculture, 
justice, and trade), as well as with civil society organizations.

• Restrict the sugar content of beverages to about one-fourth of current levels—
probably the simplest, most effective way to prevent health problems related to 
added sugars. 

• Levy excise taxes on sugar drinks that would boost prices by at least 10 to 20 
percent, using the revenues to sponsor health programs. 
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• Mount well-funded public-education campaigns to discourage consumption of 
sugar drinks (and other unhealthy foods). 

• Protect children by barring the advertising and sale of SSBs (and other unhealthy 
foods) in schools and advertisements for sugar drinks in all media (including the 
Internet, mobile media, and packaging) directed at children.

• Bar or limit sugar drinks (and other unhealthy foods) on the government’s own 
property, such as schools, office buildings, prisons, and parks. 

• Require easily understood nutrition labels for foods high in added sugars (or 
sodium or saturated fat), as Ecuador and Chile are doing. 

• Require warning labels on SSB containers and warning notices in advertising for 
SSBs. 

• Bar sugar drinks on children’s restaurant menus, and ensure safe, free water at all 
public places where children study and play.

The World Health Organization should: 
• Hold trainings at the WHO regional offices for national health officials and 

provide technical assistance to help countries strengthen policies, including 
establish legal frameworks to discourage consumption of SSBs.

• Establish a global database of laws and implementing regulations that countries 
have adopted to discourage the consumption of SSBs, especially by youths, along 
with evidence of the effectiveness of such policies.

• Provide countries with toolkits for reducing the consumption of sugar drinks and 
provide technical assistance; the toolkits should include fact sheets on projected 
consumption levels, the health effects of sugar drinks, and model legislation.

• Hold consultations on the development of a treaty or non-binding international 
legal instrument to establish global standards on the labeling and marketing of 
sugar drinks and other unhealthy foods. 

• Support research on the comparative effectiveness of legislative approaches to 
discourage youth consumption of SSBs in order to strengthen the evidence base 
for effective action. 

• Set an example by removing sugar drinks from WHO facilities in Geneva and 
elsewhere—as well as at all other units of the United Nations—and not serving 
sugar drinks at meetings and conferences. 

Beverage companies should:
• Acknowledge that heavy consumption of their full-calorie products contributes to 

obesity and other health problems.
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• Stop all forms of marketing that are intended or likely to influence children 
under 12.

• Reduce container sizes (for instance, no container larger than 1.5 liters, with 
smaller containers reduced in size).

• Include a notice on containers disclosing adverse health effects.

• Reduce the calorie content of drinks to no more than 40 calories per 355 ml 
(12 oz.) by selling less-sweet drinks or using non-caloric sweeteners.

• Stop opposing governmental measures aimed at reducing the harm from sugar 
drinks.

• Discontinue advertising and indirect promotions of caloric beverages.

Restaurants should:
• Drop sugar drinks from kids menus.

• List the calorie content next to each dish.

• Limit serving sizes of drinks to about 500 ml.

Civil society organizations should:
• Educate the public and policy makers about the health impact of SSBs and 

behavior of SSB marketers.

• Obtain funding from international development donors to conduct awareness 
campaigns, advocate legislation, and evaluate policy actions.

• Advocate for laws and policies at the local, national, and international levels, 
using education, legislation, litigation, and shareholder actions, to prevent health 
harm from SSBs.

• Advocate for the recognition of SSBs as a global-health and -development issue 
and discourage international financial institutions from subsidizing the SSB 
industry. 

• Monitor the activities of industry and its compliance with voluntary 
commitments and with laws. 

• Evaluate the impact of voluntary and legal measures.

• Discourage athletes, celebrities, and sports organizations from promoting SSBs. 

• Create an international coalition of health, public interest, and research 
organizations to collect country-level data on public and private actions and 
advocate for strong international, national, and local actions to reduce the harm 
from unhealthy SSBs and foods and oppose the westernization of traditional 
diets.
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Preface
By Alejandro Calvillo Unna, El Poder del Consumidor, Mexico

The high consumption of sugar-sweetened beverages is spreading like an epidemic 
all over the planet and has brought catastrophic consequences to human health in a 
growing number of countries. This is a silent catastrophe, for which official statistics 
of the casualties to date have been provided but the origins have yet to be explained. 
The main causes have not been revealed, as governments are afraid to raise a finger to 
point them out. Families suffer the consequences, the most visible ones being obesity 
and diabetes, but they refrain from speaking about it or where it came from.

Overweight, obesity, and diabetes have been spreading throughout the world hand 
in hand with the consumption of ultra-processed foods, especially sugar-sweetened 
beverages. My country, Mexico, has almost the highest per capita consumption of 
sugary drinks in the world, where 70 percent of added-sugar consumption comes 
from those products. You can stand in front of any audience and ask who has a 
relative with diabetes, and a landscape full of hands will rise before you, revealing a 
tragedy that has already caught up to us.

Every hand raised is a human story, the majority of which are already tragedies or 
will shortly become one. In countries with limited resources, disease prevention is 
non- existent, and both early detection and early treatment are exceptionally rare. By 
the time a person has seen a doctor, the disease has already progressed. This is how 
in many countries diabetes is becoming a leading cause of death, amputations, and 
blindness.

The infiltration of sugary drinks into consumer habits and, in many cases, consumer 
addictions is the result of some of the most expensive marketing campaigns in the 
era of the consumer society, backed by the omnipresence of the product. In many 
places throughout the globe, it is easier to find a Coca-Cola than clean water. 

In regions where poverty prevails and most people do not participate in the world 
of hyper-consumption, drinking a Coke or other extremely sugary and intensely 
marketed drink is the result of an aspirational act—the desire to belong to a 
world from which they are excluded. Those instances of marketing “happiness,” of 
belonging to that advertised world, are accompanied by the activation of pleasure 
centers in the brain by the high quantities of sugar. Companies take advantage of the 
vulnerability of those communities to market their products. The result: racially and 
culturally discriminatory marketing practices that worsen the poor health conditions 
and marginalization these groups already experience.

Although Big Soda does not want consumers to know the most basic information 
about its products (their sugar content); although it wants to sow doubt that sugary 
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beverages cause overweight, obesity, diabetes, cancer, and heart disease; and although 
it wants to continue using deceptive marketing strategies to maximize consumption, 
it is imperative to speak out, to expose, to shed light, to point the finger.

Despite Big Soda’s enormous economic and political power, the joint action of 
citizen organizations, health professionals, academics, and public servants of local, 
national, and international bodies is beginning to take the offensive: sugary drinks 
are being removed from schools and public spaces, bold nutrition labels are being 
placed on products, taxes are being levied, and marketing is being regulated. And 
most importantly, despite multi-million-dollar marketing campaigns, more and 
more consumers no longer associate these drinks with happiness, but with disease.

With this report, the Center for Science in the Public Interest contributes to the 
efforts of this movement by unveiling the marketing strategies of Big Soda in 
countries from Mexico to Ghana to Indonesia and by highlighting efforts being 
made around the world to regulate the products. This is a victory in progress that 
will protect consumers the world over.
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Introduction
Obesity has emerged as a global public health crisis. Though once considered a 
health concern afflicting only high-income countries, over the past quarter-century 
obesity and chronic diet-related diseases have spread to low- and middle-income 
countries (LMIC) as well. Now, most countries face rising and daunting obesity 
rates. 

In parallel with the obesity epidemic, medical research has established that sugar 
drinks—carbonated colas and energy drinks and non-carbonated fruit drinks, 
sports drinks, sweetened teas, and the like—are potent (though hardly the only) 
contributors to weight gain and obesity, as well as other health problems. That’s 
especially the case in the countries, such as Mexico and the United States, which 
are among the biggest consumers of those drinks. But more and more countries are 
drinking more and more soft drinks.

Noting that 600 million teenagers had not consumed a Coke in the 
past week, Coca-Cola International president Ahmet Bozer, saw 
a $300 billion growth opportunity for new sales outside of North 
America between 2014 and 2020.2 Driving consumption—and 
obesity rates—ever upward are massive marketing campaigns. The 
Coca-Cola Co. is the biggest marketer, with PepsiCo and local 
brands nipping at its heels. With soda executives drooling over the 
almost limitless opportunities for sales growth in Latin America, 
Asia, Africa, and the Middle East, their marketing onslaught 
involves everything from building bottling plants to buying a fleet 
of trucks to sponsoring celebrity-studded advertising campaigns. 
Thanks to that industry effort, rates of obesity, diabetes, heart 
disease, tooth decay, and other health problems related to sugar 
drinks have begun to soar in some countries and will undoubtedly 
soar in others, imposing enormous health-care costs on countries 
already struggling to provide health care to their growing 
populations.

This report documents how the biggest soft-drink companies, with 
sales plateauing or declining in North America and Western Europe, 
are investing ever more heavily in LMIC—such as Brazil and 
China—whose burgeoning populations and rising incomes provide 
a golden opportunity to increase profits over the next half-century. 
Much of the companies’ marketing is aimed at adolescents, but sometimes also at 
young children, notwithstanding the industry codes of conduct that preclude at least 
the latter. The report also documents the limited efforts that countries have made 
to discourage unrestrained advertising and spiraling consumption, and how much 
stronger action is needed to protect present and future populations.

Young boy in Ghana.
Source: NYU SeedProgram. 
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Globesity
Obesity has become a global problem, rather than one unique to high-income 
countries. With the exception of some countries in sub-Saharan Africa, practically 
every country in the world faces daunting obesity rates.4 Levels of overweight and 
obesity across low- and middle-income countries, particularly in the Middle East, 
North Africa, Latin America, and the Caribbean, have approached levels found in 
higher-income countries.5 Over the past two decades, global obesity has risen 82 
percent, with the Middle East and North Africa experiencing even greater increases.6 
Overall, almost one-third of the world’s total population—2.1 billion people—is 
obese or overweight, with the number of overweight and obese individuals increasing 
from 857 million (20 percent) in 1980 to 2.1 billion (30 percent) in 2013.7 

Currently, 62 percent of the world’s obese people 
live in developing and middle-income countries, 
and China and India together represent 15 percent 
of the world’s obese population.8 More than 50 
percent of the world’s 671 million obese people live 
in just 10 countries: United States, China, India, 
Russia, Brazil, Mexico, Egypt, Germany, Pakistan, 
and Indonesia.9 In Tonga more than 50 percent 
of men and women are obese, and in Kuwait, 
Libya, Qatar, and the Pacific islands of Kiribati, 
Micronesia, and Samoa, more than 50 percent of 
women are obese.10 A 2006 Kuwaiti survey found 
44 percent of boys and 46 percent of girls were 
overweight or obese. Over the past 30 years, the 
steepest rises in obesity among women have been 
in Egypt, Saudi Arabia, Oman, Honduras, and 

Bahrain, and among men in New Zealand, Bahrain, Kuwait, Saudi Arabia, and 
the United States.11 Partly because of obesity, Saudi Arabia has the highest rate of 
diabetes in the world—about twice as high as the rates in China and the United 
States.12

Even more disconcerting, around 42 million children under the age 5 are overweight 
or obese, and close to 31 million of those children live in developing countries.13 In 
addition, one in five children ages 5–17 are overweight or obese.14 Particularly high 
rates of child and adolescent obesity were seen in Middle Eastern and North African 
countries, especially among girls.15

Childhood overweight and obesity follows a similar trajectory as that for adults: 
it is increasing in all countries across the world, with the most rapid rise in lower-
income countries.16 Over the last 30 years, there has been a 50 percent increase in 
the prevalence of overweight or obese children and adolescents across the globe.17 
If current trends continue, the number of overweight or obese infants and young 
children globally will increase to 70 million by 2025.18

Coke President’s Epiphany in Brazil
Jeffery Dunn, who in 2001 was Coca-Cola [USA]’s 
president, “was making frequent trips to Brazil, where 
the company had recently begun a push to increase 
consumption of Coke among the many Brazilians 
living in favelas.… [O]n one trip, as he walked through 
one of the impoverished areas, he had an epiphany. 
‘A voice in my head says, “These people need a lot of 
things, but they don’t need a Coke.” I almost threw 
up.’”3

Michael Moss
The New York Times
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In the developing world, about 13 percent of both boys and girls are overweight or 
obese. That’s still only about half the rate in high-income countries, but the rate of 
increase in low-income countries has been more than 30 percent higher. 

Christopher Murray, director of the Institute of Health Metrics and Evaluation 
and a co-founder of the Global Burden of Disease Study, says “In the last three 
decades, not one country has achieved success in reducing obesity rates, and 
we expect obesity to rise steadily as incomes rise in low- and middle-income 
countries in particular, unless urgent steps are taken to address this public health 
crisis.”19

This massive growth in obesity is having an enormous impact on global health 
trends, placing people around the world at greater risk of developing non-
communicable diseases (NCDs; also called chronic diseases). In the past, global 
health resources and attention have been largely directed toward controlling the 
spread of infectious disease. However, that focus is beginning to shift with the 
growing awareness that heart disease, cancer, and other NCDs in developing 
countries now account for a greater health burden than infectious diseases.20 

Obesity imposes major health-care costs across the globe. In 2013 Credit Suisse 
estimated the global annual cost to health services of type 2 diabetes, for which 
excess body weight is a major cause, at $470 billion now and projected to rise by 
2020 to $700 billion.21 Even more foreboding, a 2011 World Bank study, which 
assumed that intervention efforts remain static and NCD prevalence continues 
to increase as populations grow and age, estimated that economic losses to poorer 
countries due to NCDs would exceed $30 trillion over the next two decades. That 
represents 48 percent of global GDP in 2010 and would push millions of people 
below the poverty line. Clearly, the soaring rates of obesity and the medical problems 
to which it leads should inspire countries to immediately mount prevention 
programs. 

Drivers of obesity are complex, but it is clear that global trends are a consequence 
of global trade liberalization, economic growth, and rapid urbanization that alter 
living environments, diets, and lifestyles.22 Drivers include factors such as changes 
in the global food system; an increasing food energy supply; inadequate systems 
for monitoring population weight and nutrition in most countries; “obesogenic” 
environments; and a reluctance on the part of governments to address obesity, with 
a sense that it should be left to individuals, the private sector, and non-governmental 
organizations.23 

Soft Drinks’ Rising Impact on Health
Several decades ago, consumption of sugar-sweetened beverages (SSBs) was modest 
in wealthy countries and almost negligible in poorer countries. Dentists decried 
sugar drinks for causing tooth decay, and nutritionists contended that the drinks 
were “empty calories”—calories without nutrients. They were right, but as SSB 
consumption increased, medical researchers discovered that the health impact of 

In Mexico, Coca-Cola touts a charity program (“Help us help them”) to entice 
people to buy a sugar drink.
Source: El Poder del Consumidor
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sugar—and sugar drinks—was far graver.

At the most basic level, drinking sugary beverages adds calories to the diet. 
Consumption of added sugars (sugar and high-fructose corn syrup (HFCS)) has 
risen sharply over the last few decades. The global daily average consumption of 
added sugars in 2013 was 70 grams per person (or 17 teaspoons) per day, up 46 

percent from 30 years ago.25 Today, added sugars 
constitute about 15 percent of the American 
diet, with sugar drinks providing almost half of 
that.26 Consumption in Brazil, Argentina, Mexico, 
Australia, and certain other countries is probably in 
the same ballpark,27 and other countries will likely be 
there soon.

In March 2015, the WHO recommended that 
adults and children reduce their daily intake of 
“free sugars” (added sugars and juice sugars) to less 
than 10 percent of their total energy intake. That’s 
equivalent to 12 teaspoons of sugar for someone 

consuming 2,000 calories per day. The guideline cited evidence demonstrating that 
children with the highest intakes of SSBs are more likely to be overweight or obese 
than children with a low intake. Francesco Branca, director of WHO’s Department 
of Nutrition for Health and Development, recently noted that “We have solid 
evidence that keeping intake of free sugars to less than 10 percent of total energy 

intake reduces the risk of overweight, obesity, 
and tooth decay.”28

SSBs are of particular concern because the 
body treats the sugar calories in beverages 
differently from those in foods. Sugar drinks 
are not as satiating, or filling, as food. That 
is, people tend to drink them without 
compensating for the calories by eating less 
food later in the day.29 

The ready availability of SSBs is characteristic 
of what researchers describe as “obesogenic” 
environments: those in which circumstances 
make it likely that individuals in that 
community will consume too many calories 
and gain weight.30 

Studies conducted since about 2000 have provided strong evidence that 
consumption of SSBs increases the risk of overweight and obesity and is associated 
with type 2 diabetes, tooth decay, heart disease, and other health risks.32 Most of the 
research has been done in the United States and other countries with long-standing 
high consumption of SSBs, but the findings likely would pertain to people around 
the world as well.

Over the past six years, I have witnessed first-hand 
the alarming increases in obesity and other health 
problems around the world. In many countries, heavily 
marketed sugar drinks have been proven to be a 
cause of those problems; elsewhere those drinks are 
likely to become a cause in the near future.

Professor Olivier De Schutter, 
UN Special Rapporteur on the Right to Food 
(2008–2014) 24

The ubiquity of soft drinks, as in the Indian village of Mehdiganj, is a major 
contributor to increased consumption.
Source: Wallstreetdaily.com.31
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SSBs and Obesity
SSB consumption has been estimated to account for at least one-fifth of the weight 
gain between 1977 and 2007 in the U.S. population.33 That kind of observation 
spurred researchers to conduct numerous high-quality studies over the past 20 years. 
Those provide strong evidence that excess consumption of SSBs promotes weight 
gain and obesity.34,35,36,37 A 2013 review found “compelling” evidence that a decrease 
in SSB consumption will lead to a lower risk of obesity and related diseases.38 
Furthermore, studies have shown that the replacement of SSBs with water or milk is 
associated with a reduction in total caloric intake and 
a lower prevalence of obesity in children.39,40 Y. Claire 
Wang, an assistant professor of health policy and 
management at the Columbia University Mailman 
School of Public Health in New York, states, “[Soda is] 
definitely one of the major, if not the main, driver in 
childhood obesity [in the United States].”41

It’s bad enough that overweight children have to 
put up with taunts from mean kids—which might 
haunt them well into adulthood. But those children 
are also at greater risk of asthma, musculo-skeletal 
disorders, fatty liver disease, insulin resistance, type 
2 diabetes, and obstructive sleep apnea.42 Most 
overweight children are likely to remain obese into 
adulthood, when they will be more prone to obesity, 
type 2 diabetes, cardiovascular disease, some cancers, 
obstructive respiratory disease, mental health problems, and reproductive disorders.43 
Since it is so difficult to lose weight, those problems are often chronic, impacting 
both the individual and a nation’s health system.

Intervention trials provide clear evidence that sugar drinks can pack on the pounds. 
In the longest and largest double-blind, randomized trial, Dutch researchers 
randomly assigned 641 normal-weight children aged four to 12 who typically drank 
sugary beverages to receive one eight-ounce can a day of a beverage sweetened 
with either sugar (104 calories, about the same as a cup (240 ml) of Coca-Cola) or 
artificial sweeteners (0 calories). After one and a half years, body weight, body mass 
index (BMI), waist size, and fat mass increased more in the youngsters who got the 
sugar drinks. “Children in the United States consume on average almost three times 
as many calories from sugar-sweetened beverages as the amount provided in our 
trial,” noted the authors.47 Smaller studies found similar results.48

Cohort studies, which monitor the diets of large numbers of people over several 
years, support the clinical research. Several reviews of such studies concluded that a 
consistent and growing body of evidence demonstrates that consumption of SSBs 
increases the risk of overweight, obesity, or weight gain in children and adults.49,50 
For instance, when researchers tracked more than 50,000 healthy women for 

Obesity and SSBs
• Beverages contribute to weight gain more than 

solid foods, because the body doesn’t compensate 
fully for beverage calories by reducing calorie 
intake later in the day.44 

• An extra 12-ounce sugar drink a day increases 
a child’s risk of becoming obese by about 60 
percent.45

• Adults who drink one sugar drink or more per day 
are 27 percent more likely to be overweight or 
obese than non-drinkers.46
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four years, they found that weight gain was greatest (about 4.5 kg or 10 pounds) 
among women who went from drinking no more than one SSB a week to at least 
one a day.51 Similarly, among roughly 4,000 men and women in the Framingham 
Offspring Study, those who consumed at least one soft drink a day had a 35 percent 
higher risk of obesity over the next four years, compared to those who drank no soft 
drinks.52

SSBs and Type 2 Diabetes
Type 2 diabetes used to be called “adult-onset,” but its name was changed when 
it began showing up in younger and younger people. It is a particularly diabolical 
disease, because, before it kills, it causes blindness, amputations, and other effects. 
A recent study conducted by the University of Washington’s Institute for Health 
Metrics and Evaluation reported that the prevalence of diabetes worldwide rose by 
a remarkable 45 percent between 1990 and 2013.53 Rising rates of diabetes in both 
rich and poor countries are imposing huge health-care costs.

Robert Lustig, a professor of pediatric endocrinology at the University of California, 
San Francisco, charges that sugar drinks are a particularly potent cause of 
diabetes. He said, “When people ate 150 calories more every day, the rate 
of diabetes went up 0.1 percent. But if those 150 calories came from a can 
of fizzy drink, the rate went up 1.1 percent. Added sugar is 11 times more 
potent at causing diabetes than general calories.”54 

In the Nurses’ Health Study, which tracked more than 90,000 American 
women for eight years, those who consumed at least one SSB per day had 
an 83 percent higher risk of being diagnosed with type 2 diabetes than 
those who consumed less than one SSB per month.55 Among 43,580 men 
and women in the Singapore Chinese Health Study, those who consumed 
at least two soft drinks a week had a 42 percent higher risk of diabetes 
than those who rarely consumed soft drinks.56 After adjustment for BMI 
and calorie intake, the risk was 34 percent higher among those who drank 
at least two soft drinks a day (meaning that soft drinks promoted diabetes 
by means in addition to increasing body weight). Finally, a meta-analysis, 
which included those two studies and six additional ones involving more 
than 310,000 people in total, found that people who consumed at least 
one to two servings of SSBs per day had a 26 percent higher risk of type 2 
diabetes than those who consumed less than one serving per month.57 

SSBs and Cardiovascular Disease
For many years, researchers, especially in the United States, pinned much of 
the blame for heart disease on the saturated fat, trans fat, and cholesterol in 
foods. But research both old and new began shining a spotlight on sugar and 
sugar drinks as another important cause.

Shop in Kenya.
Source: Natalia Echeverri.

“Would you drink 12 teaspoons of sugar? 
Sugar is sweet, diabetes is not.” Billboard 
supporting a soda tax in Mexico.
Source: El Poder del Consumidor.



C a r b o n at i n g  t h e  W o r l d

7

• In a study involving more than 42,000 American 
men, those who consumed at least 3.7 SSBs per 
week had a 20 percent higher risk of coronary heart 
disease than those who consumed no SSBs. (Those 
calculations were made after adjusting for BMI, 
meaning that SSBs increased the risk of obesity in 
ways in addition to promoting weight gain.) SSB 
consumption was associated with higher levels of 
triglycerides and lower levels of HDL (“good”) 
cholesterol.58 

• In a study involving more than 88,000 healthy 
women, those who consumed at least two SSBs a 
day had a 35 percent higher risk of coronary heart 
disease than those who consumed less than one SSB per month.59 Even after 
adjusting for BMI, diabetes, and total caloric intake, women who consumed at 
least two SSBs a day had a 21 percent higher risk. 

Those large cohort studies are reinforced by metabolic studies that shed light on 
how diets high in fructose (half of the sugar molecule and about half the content of 
HFCS) can upset a person’s metabolism. Those changes can lead to liver and muscle 
fat that are risk factors for heart disease and diabetes.60,61 The amounts needed to cause 
problems were high, but no higher than what millions of people—at least in the 
United States—consume from cake, cookies, candy, 
and many other foods, but most prominently SSBs.

• When American researchers gave 48 men and 
women 25 percent of their calories from beverages 
sweetened with HFCS, fructose, or glucose for 
two weeks, those consuming either HFCS or 
fructose (but not glucose) had higher triglyceride 
levels and higher fasting LDL levels.62 

• A Danish study assigned 47 overweight subjects 
to consume one liter a day of either sugar-
sweetened cola, isocaloric semi-skim milk, 
aspartame-sweetened diet cola, or water for six months. Those consuming regular 
cola had a significant increase in visceral fat, liver fat, skeletal muscle fat, and 
blood triglycerides. Many people consume one liter per day of sugary beverages 
(about 400 calories, or about 20 percent of total caloric intake) plus added sugars 
from other sources. The authors stated that “daily intake of [regular cola] for 6 
mo[nths] increases [visceral] fat accumulation and lipids compared with milk, 
diet cola, and water. Thus, daily intake of [SSBs] is likely to enhance the risk of 
cardiovascular and metabolic diseases.”64

• A Swiss study found that after three weeks the waist-to-hip ratio and LDL 
cholesterol rose significantly in men consuming 80 grams of fructose 

four years, they found that weight gain was greatest (about 4.5 kg or 10 pounds) 
among women who went from drinking no more than one SSB a week to at least 
one a day.51 Similarly, among roughly 4,000 men and women in the Framingham 
Offspring Study, those who consumed at least one soft drink a day had a 35 percent 
higher risk of obesity over the next four years, compared to those who drank no soft 
drinks.52

SSBs and Type 2 Diabetes
Type 2 diabetes used to be called “adult-onset,” but its name was changed when 
it began showing up in younger and younger people. It is a particularly diabolical 
disease, because, before it kills, it causes blindness, amputations, and other effects. 
A recent study conducted by the University of Washington’s Institute for Health 
Metrics and Evaluation reported that the prevalence of diabetes worldwide rose by 
a remarkable 45 percent between 1990 and 2013.53 Rising rates of diabetes in both 
rich and poor countries are imposing huge health-care costs.

Robert Lustig, a professor of pediatric endocrinology at the University of California, 
San Francisco, charges that sugar drinks are a particularly potent cause of 
diabetes. He said, “When people ate 150 calories more every day, the rate 
of diabetes went up 0.1 percent. But if those 150 calories came from a can 
of fizzy drink, the rate went up 1.1 percent. Added sugar is 11 times more 
potent at causing diabetes than general calories.”54 

In the Nurses’ Health Study, which tracked more than 90,000 American 
women for eight years, those who consumed at least one SSB per day had 
an 83 percent higher risk of being diagnosed with type 2 diabetes than 
those who consumed less than one SSB per month.55 Among 43,580 men 
and women in the Singapore Chinese Health Study, those who consumed 
at least two soft drinks a week had a 42 percent higher risk of diabetes 
than those who rarely consumed soft drinks.56 After adjustment for BMI 
and calorie intake, the risk was 34 percent higher among those who drank 
at least two soft drinks a day (meaning that soft drinks promoted diabetes 
by means in addition to increasing body weight). Finally, a meta-analysis, 
which included those two studies and six additional ones involving more 
than 310,000 people in total, found that people who consumed at least 
one to two servings of SSBs per day had a 26 percent higher risk of type 2 
diabetes than those who consumed less than one serving per month.57 

SSBs and Cardiovascular Disease
For many years, researchers, especially in the United States, pinned much of 
the blame for heart disease on the saturated fat, trans fat, and cholesterol in 
foods. But research both old and new began shining a spotlight on sugar and 
sugar drinks as another important cause.

Shop in Kenya.
Source: Natalia Echeverri.

Importantly, the current results provide evidence that 
sugar consumption at this level increases risk factors 
for cardiovascular disease within 2 [weeks] in young 
adults, thus providing direct experimental support 
for the epidemiological evidence linking sugar 
consumption with dyslipidemia and cardiovascular 
disease.

Kimber Stanhope, et al. 2011 63
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(equivalent to four cans of Coke) or 80 grams 
of sucrose (equivalent to two cans of Coke). The 
authors concluded, “this study clearly shows that 
consumption of SSBs, even in moderate amounts, 
has adverse effects on lipid and glucose metabolism 
as well as on the inflammatory status of healthy 
young men.”65

Health Impact of SSBs—The Bottom 
Line
Added sugars and SSBs have an enormous impact 
on health. A recent report estimated that sugar-
sweetened soda pop, sports drinks, and fruit drinks 
may be associated with more than 180,000 deaths 
around the world each year. The study, using 2010 
data, linked intake of SSBs to 133,000 diabetes 
deaths, 44,000 deaths from cardiovascular diseases, 
and 6,000 cancer deaths per year. Of those deaths, 
78 percent were in low- and middle-income 
countries.69 

That study found that the Latin America/Caribbean region had the most diabetes 
deaths (38,000) related to SSB consumption in 2010, and that East/Central 
Eurasia had the largest numbers of cardiovascular deaths (11,000) related to 
SSB consumption. Mexico, with the world’s highest per-capita consumption of 
carbonated soft drinks, also had the highest death rate (318 deaths per million 
adults) associated with SSB consumption. In contrast, Japan, with one of the lowest 
consumption rates also had the lowest death rate (10 deaths per million adults).70 

Although many factors are contributing to the rise of childhood obesity, one certain 
factor is the marketing of SSBs, especially to children, in an increasingly globalized 
world.  

Double Burden of Disease: Under- and 
Over-Nutrition
Many low-income and emerging-market countries 
face a double burden: the persistence of under-
nutrition, especially among children, along with a 
rapid rise in overweight, obesity, and diet-related 
chronic diseases. The two can co-exist in the same 
countries, communities, and households. That’s the 
case in Bangladesh, India, and Thailand, for instance. 
Despite decades of progress on under-nutrition, they 
have significant disease burdens and high costs 
around overweight and obesity-related diseases.66,67 In 
South Africa the double burden of under- and over-
nutrition is high in children, with children from rural 
areas more susceptible to underweight and stunting, 
while those in urban areas are at a higher risk of 
overweight and obesity.68

Industry Claim: Soft Drinks do not Cause Obesity
•• Katie Bayne, then president and general manager of sparkling [carbonated] beverages for Coca-

Cola North America: “There is no scientific evidence that connects sugary beverages to obesity.”71

•• Christopher Gindlesperger, a spokesman for the American Beverage Association: “None of the 
studies say that drinking a soft drink will make you obese.”72 

•• Indra Nooyi, the CEO of PepsiCo: “If all consumers exercised, did what they had to do, the 
problem of obesity wouldn’t exist.”73
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The Global Sugar-water Marketers 
The $820 billion global non-dairy beverage industry produces carbonated 
soft drinks, fruit and vegetable juices, bottled water, ready-to-drink teas and 
coffee, and sports and energy drinks.74 Carbonated soft drinks are by far 
the most popular type of non-alcoholic soft drink worldwide, commanding 
almost a $350 billion market.75 Fizzy drinks in this category basically consist 
of water, carbon dioxide, sweeteners, colorings, and often caffeine. In the 
United States and Canada the primary caloric sweetener is HFCS, while 
cane or beet sugar is generally used elsewhere. Diet soft drinks are made with 
various combinations of such artificial sweeteners as aspartame, acesulfame 
potassium, and sucralose, while the wave of the future appears to include such 
naturally derived sweeteners as rebiana (stevia) and monk fruit extract.76

Coca-Cola and PepsiCo reign supreme in the soft-drink world: by 2010 
those two industry leaders controlled a combined 69 percent of the global 
market, including many formerly local, independent brands.77 Coca-Cola 
and PepsiCo also make many non-carbonated SSBs, though their position in those 
markets is less dominant. Both corporations have a significant presence in the $65 
billion energy and sports drinks market, with PepsiCo (Gatorade) capturing a 29 
percent market share and Coca-Cola (PowerAde) a 17.4 percent market share. In 
the highly fragmented $147 billion global fruit/vegetable juice market, Coca-Cola 
and PepsiCo enjoy a 13 percent and six percent market share, respectively.78 By 
selling many non-carbonated beverages, Coca-Cola and PepsiCo partially insulate 
themselves from the threat of changing tastes. 

Internationally, the two American corporate giants distribute beverages 
predominantly through large independent bottling companies that depend on the 
industry goliaths to develop new products, deliver syrup, and effectively market 
their brands. In addition to sophisticated and elaborate marketing, Coke and Pepsi 
have expanded their global reach by buying up smaller companies and entering into 
distribution and other arrangements.79 Although there are many significant local 
players in the soda business, few are real competitors to the beverage titans, which 
have built extensive distribution networks and enjoy tremendous economies of scale.

Coca-Cola 
Coca-Cola, the world’s largest beverage company, dominates the global beverage 
marketplace. Every day almost 2 billion people—roughly one-third of the global 
population—drink a Coca-Cola product.82 The Coca-Cola logo is said to be 
recognized by 94 percent of all earthlings.83 Coca-Cola produces and licenses over 
500 brands, which are available in over 200 countries—from fast-food outlets and 
supermarkets in Paris and Taipei, to individual vendors in remote villages in Zambia 
and Ecuador. Today most Coca-Cola products are sold outside of the United States, 
including in key markets such as Mexico, Brazil, China, and Russia. The Obama 
administration’s effort in 2015 to ease the American embargo against Cuba is paving 



C a r b o n at i n g  t h e  W o r l d

10

the way for this classic American brand to reenter Cuba, leaving North Korea as the 
last country on earth where Coca-Cola cannot officially be bought or sold.84

Coca-Cola is not produced by a single legal entity: it does not own or control most 
of its bottling partners. Rather, Coca-Cola owns the brands, manufactures and 

sells syrups and concentrates to its bottling partners, and oversees 
marketing and advertising. Independent bottlers and some Coca-
Cola entities manufacture, purchase, distribute, and sell the final 
branded beverages to individuals and vendors. Local bottling 
partners also work closely with vendors—whether retail stores, 
kiosks, or restaurants—to implement marketing strategies developed 
in partnership with Coca-Cola.85

Coca-Cola’s distribution networks are so vast that public health 
organizations and foundations, such as the Gates Foundation, have 
looked to Coca-Cola as a model and a means to deliver essential 
medicines along with its sugary products to remote corners of the 
world.86 With close to 250 independent bottling partners,87 Coca-
Cola is distributed to remote villages in every African country—yet 
an estimated 30–50 percent of children in sub-Saharan Africa have 
no access to essential medicines.88 

Today, Coke markets four of the world’s top five non-alcoholic 
beverages: Coke, Diet Coke, Fanta, and Sprite.89 The original Coca-
Cola drink is a billion-dollar brand in 19 countries. Coca-Cola has 
17 billion-dollar brands and 20 more that generate between $500 

Soft Drinks: top 10 global companies by 
percent of non-restaurant ready-to-drink 
volume share, 2012

Euromonitor, Passport, Soft Drinks in 2014: Products, 
Performance Prospects.

Sources102
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million and $1 billion in retail sales each year.90 In 2014, sales in the United States 
represented only 19 percent of Coke’s global sales volume. Mexico, China, Brazil, 
and Japan accounted for 31 percent of Coke’s worldwide volume.91 Those huge sales 
volumes are pumped up by huge advertising budgets—Coca-Cola reported global 
advertising expenses of $3.5 billion in 2014 alone.92

Emerging markets are critical to Coke’s growth: in 2013 operations outside of the 
United States accounted for $27 billion (58 percent) of Coca-Cola’s net operating 
revenues.93 In 2012, Coke sales grew sharply in Thailand (up 22 percent), India 
(16 percent), and Russia (8 percent) alone.94 Brazil has been a key driver for Coca-
Cola.95 The company also is achieving double-digit volume growth in such markets 
as Ecuador, Vietnam, and Algeria.96 Many of its major recent acquisitions are in 
emerging markets, including bottling operations in Guatemala, Vietnam, Cambodia, 
and the Middle East.97

Coca-Cola aims to double its revenue between 2010 and 2020.98 In 2014 it said it 
is plowing an additional $1 billion into advertising through 2016 to help reach that 
goal, much of it in emerging markets.99 Despite increasing concerns about the link 
between SSBs and health, the company expects the global retail value of carbonated, 
and mostly sugary, beverages to grow by $100 billion by 2020—representing 
about a third of the growth of the entire beverage industry.100 Based on company 
announcements, The Atlanta Journal-Constitution said that the company would be 

Subsidizing Coca-Cola in Africa and Asia
If there was ever a company that shouldn’t need 
subsidies, it is Coca-Cola, which in 2014 had $46 billion 
in worldwide revenues. Yet, a unit of the World Bank 
Group, the International Finance Corporation, has 
provided Coca-Cola bottlers in Africa and South Asia 
millions of dollars in loans and direct investments.80 In the 
2000s, the IFC provided $70 million in loans and equity 
to help Coke’s bottler expand sales in such countries as 
Vietnam, Cambodia, Laos, Nepal, and Sri Lanka. IFC 
said it “has played an important role in enabling Coca-
Cola SABCO to expand and modernize its operations in 
Ethiopia, Kenya, Mozambique, Tanzania, and Uganda.” 
In 2002, IFC provided a $15 million loan, equity of up to 
$10 million, and $12 million in bank guarantees in Ethiopia 
and Tanzania. In 2013 the two entities announced a $100 
million, three-year initiative to provide access to finance 
for women entrepreneurs in Eurasia and Africa. (Information from IFC’s and Coca-Cola’s websites.)

The IFC has a long list (“Project Exclusion List”) of ventures in which it won’t invest—firearms, 
tobacco, liquor, gambling, drift-net fishing, activities involving child labor, and more81—but it does 
invest in soft drink, wine, and beer producers, notwithstanding the health problems associated with 
their products.

Source: www.coca-colaindia.com.

http://www.coca-colaindia.com
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investing more than $30 billion in key emerging markets between 2012 and 2017 
(see graphic).101 That mind-boggling number includes more than $1 billion per year 
in China, Brazil, Mexico, and Africa and somewhat less in India and Indonesia.

Notwithstanding all of that optimism and investments, Coke’s revenues slid from 
$48 billion in 2012 to $46 billion in 2014, thanks in part to decreasing sales of 
both Coke and Diet Coke in the United States and elsewhere.103 That might have 
disappointed investors, but heartened health advocates.

PepsiCo
PepsiCo, Coca-Cola’s major rival in the global soda wars, is one of the largest food 
and beverage companies in the world. Like its competitor, PepsiCo sells some of the 
world’s most recognized brands in more than 200 countries.104 Iconic brands include 
Pepsi, Mountain Dew, Sierra Mist, Sobe, and Mug. PepsiCo was formed in 1965 
by the merger of the Pepsi-Cola Company and Frito-Lay, Inc., the largest snack-
food maker. The multinational has expanded from its namesake product Pepsi to 
numerous food and beverage brands, including Tropicana (fruit drinks) in 1998 and, 
thanks to a merger with Quaker Oats in 2001, Gatorade and numerous breakfast 
cereals. PepsiCo poured $2.3 billion into advertising in 2014, along with $1.6 

Source: Euromonitor Passport soft drinks global corporate strategy, November 2014.

Major Soft Drink Companies: % Off-Trade (Grocery, Other Retail Stores) Value Share by Key Growth 
Market 2013

China Brazil Mexico India Nigeria Russia Indonesia US

The Coca-
Cola Co. 13.1 43.3 47.8 30.1 17.9 24.5 13.7 23.9

PepsiCo 3.8 6.7 14.3 24.1 5.8 24.7 0.7 19.8

Danone 1.9 0.5 8.3 — — 0.2 17.2 0.1

Nestlé 3.1 0.6 1.7 — 0.8 2.3 0.5 4.6

Mondelez 0.1 3.3 2.4 0.1 — — — —

Note: — no or negligible share in the market.

Source: Euromonitor Passport, Coca-Cola Co, The, SWOT Analysis, in Soft Drinks (World), March 2013.

The Coca-Cola Co.: Soft Drinks Presence 2012 and Growth Prospects by Region 2012-2017

Middle East and Africa
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Marketsize 2012 (non-restaurant ready-to-drink million liters)

Note: Bubble size shows company share of soft drinks market in 2012. Range displayed 15.3-33.1%
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billion worth of other marketing activities (some of that was for snack foods, juices, 
and breakfast cereals).105

Operations outside of the United States account for about 48 percent of PepsiCo’s 
net revenue.106 PepsiCo is the leading food and beverage business in Russia, India, 
and the Middle East; the second-leading business in Mexico; and among the top 
five in Brazil and Turkey.107 PepsiCo has made India a focus,108 but the company has 
much less presence in such major markets as Brazil, China, and Nigeria.109

Corporate insiders are bullish on the growth opportunities for PepsiCo in emerging 
markets. Further investment and expansion of operations in emerging markets is 
key to PepsiCo’s business strategy. In its 2013 filings with the U.S. Security and 
Exchange Commission, PepsiCo stated:

Our operations outside of the United States, particularly in Russia, 
Mexico, Canada, the United Kingdom and Brazil, contribute 
significantly to our revenue and profitability, and we believe that these 
countries and emerging and developing markets, particularly China and 
India, and the Latin America, Africa and Middle East regions, present 
important future growth opportunities for us….110

It’s difficult to estimate PepsiCo’s investments for marketing sugar drinks in 
emerging markets, because financial statements typically include both the company’s 
foods and its beverages.

As described further below, rising awareness of health concerns about sugar drinks 
has sparked a trend for “better for you” beverages globally. In addition to high-
income countries, some consumers in major countries including Mexico, Brazil, 
and India are becoming increasingly aware of obesity and, consequently, are opting 
for lower-calorie products. To accommodate that trend, PepsiCo has increasingly 
packaged itself as a health and wellness food and beverage company. One of the 
company’s most significant initiatives is NutritionCo, which is designed to oversee 
the development of PepsiCo’s health and wellness business, comprised of healthier (if 
not always healthy) snacks and beverages ranging from dairy to soft drinks.111
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Global Trends in Soft Drink 
Consumption 
Consumption of SSBs has been declining in many high-income nations as 
consumers increasingly turn to healthier alternatives, especially bottled water. In 
the United States, per-capita consumption of carbonated SSBs decreased by 25 
percent between 1998 and 2014,112 and industry analysts predict more of the 
same in the coming years.113 While the volumes of sales in high-income countries 
remain huge, those markets are saturated and the drive for further growth is 
leading the SSB industry to low- and middle-income countries. 

The interest of corporations in investing in emerging markets is based on a simple 
premise: potential huge profits in countries whose economies are growing fast and 
current SSB consumption is low. Brazil, Russia, India, and China (BRIC nations) 
have been prime target markets for years.114 According to one industry analyst, the 
potential for growth in SSB consumption and revenue in the BRIC nations alone 
is staggering: 

Based on Coca-Cola’s 2012 per capita consumption report and 
current world populations, Coca-Cola sells just 3.5 percent the 
amount of beverages in India as it does in the U.S. on a per-capita 
basis. China only consumes about 10 percent the amount of Coca-
Cola products as a U.S. citizen does on a per-capita basis. These 
2 countries alone are each about 4 times the size of the United 
States.115

In addition to the BRIC nations, other emerging markets, such as Indonesia and 
South Africa, are growing fast and are being tapped into by foreign investors. 
Marketers talk about MIST (Mexico, Indonesia, South Korea, Turkey), BRICKS 
(Brazil, Russia, India, China, Korea, and South Africa), and “Chindonesia” (China, 
India, and Indonesia). Other large consumer markets include Poland, Argentina, 
Colombia, Thailand, Philippines, Venezuela, Saudi Arabia, United Arab Emirates, 
Egypt, Pakistan, Nigeria, Chile, Malaysia, Iran, Ukraine, and Peru.116

Overall, the growth of emerging markets is driving SSB consumption—and the 
globalization of chronic diseases. Between 2013 
and 2020, emerging market economies are expected 
to grow almost three times faster than developed 
economies and will account for an average of 65 
percent of global economic growth.117

The booming middle class is a key consumer 
segment for many companies, including the 
beverage industry. Studies show that as people move 
up the income scale, so does their demand for SSBs. 
Between 1997 and 2009, soft drink consumption 
per person in low- and middle-income countries 
grew at an annual rate of 5.2 percent.118 Coca Cola’s 

Targeting Youth
But the sparkling [carbonated] opportunity is there, 
because of the fact that half the world's population 
has not had a Coke in the last 30 days. There's 600 
million teenagers who have not had a Coke in the last 
week. 

Ahmet Bozer (executive vice president 
and president of Coca-Cola International, 
September 2014)120

Source: Euromonitor International. Soft drinks 
in 2014: products, performance, prospects.
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chief financial officer, Gary Fayard, has said that from 2010 to 2020, “You see a 50 
percent increase in the middle class, 800 million people entering the middle class, 
and then with that a 70 percent increase in personal expenditures. And you see a 
billion teenagers today.” Fayard called the world’s 3.5 billion people in their teens 
and twenties “our core demographic.”119 

That 5.2 percent annual increase in soda consump0on means that soda consump0on 
would double in just 15 years.122 Average production levels worldwide in 2012 for 
Coca-Cola beverages were 94 8-ounce servings per 
person per year, with much lower levels in most 
low- and middle-income countries (14 servings in 
India, 39 in China and Kenya).123 (Those figures 
include non-caloric drinks, but they are not popular 
in lower-income countries.) People in higher-income 
countries, such as Thailand (113 servings per person 
per year) and the Philippines (131), consume much 
more. The highest production is in Latin America, 
with numbers as high as 219 servings per person per 
year in Peru, 263 in Bolivia, 416 in Panama, 486 in 
Chile, and 745 in Mexico, the world leader. (U.S. 
production was 401 servings, including diet drinks.) 
In practically all countries, people consume other 
brands of, or home-made, sugar-sweetened drinks, 
including fruit drinks. 

But [in the United States] the obesity trend is an 
epidemic. And there is no question its roots are 
directly tied to the expansion of fast food, junk food, 
and soft drink consumption….But you can look at 
the obesity rates, and you can look at per capita 
consumption of sugary soft drinks and overlay those 
on a map, and I promise you: They correlate about 
0.9999.

Michael Moss
Salt, Sugar, Fat: How the Food Giants 
Hooked Us 1 21
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Regional Trends
With the major bottlers well-established in many Asian and Latin American 
countries, some market analysts predict that the Middle East and Africa will be the 
“next wave of long-term growth” for sugar-sweetened beverages.124 

Africa

Africa is now the second-fastest-growing region in the world according to the 
International Monetary Fund, and 10 of the fastest-growing economies are in Africa, 
including Ethiopia, Mozambique, Tanzania, Congo, Ghana, Zambia, and Nigeria.125 

Current consumption of SSBs in Africa is low, 
but the possibilities for growth are staggering. 
Companies such as Coca-Cola are adding new 
products and packaging to attract the young and 
growing African middle-class. But the industry is 
also keenly interested in tapping those in poverty. 
According to one Coca-Cola district manager, “As 
any good Coke man will tell you, the first rule is to 
get the product ‘cold and close.’ In Alexandria, a 
dense township of 500,000 in Johannesburg, South 

Africa, with 65 percent unemployment, Coca-Cola is sidling right up. Last year 
the local bottler blanketed streets with drink coolers and Coke signage. To keep the 
coolers full, the bottler extended credit to merchants who didn’t have the capital to 
pay.”126

Distribution remains a major challenge in many African countries. The poor roads 
that characterize many African countries make transportation slow and costly. 
Political instability and conflict add dangers to the commercial calculus. However, 

Coca-Cola’s vast supply chain, which reaches every country in 
Africa, is legendary. For distant and remote locations, small 
trucks transport the sodas up to a certain point where locals 
are hired to haul the products the last few kilometers, often by 
bicycle or push carts.127

Coke has been in Africa since 1929 and is now the continent’s 
largest employer, with 65,000 employees and 160 plants.129 
Wagering on significant growth in the region, in 2011, Coca-
Cola announced plans to invest $5 billion in sub-Saharan Africa 
and the Middle East over the next decade and is even bullish 
on conflict zones: it opened up a new facility in Somaliland, a 
breakaway region of Somalia.130 Coke subsequently upped that 
investment plan to $17 billion between 2010 and 2020.131

Asia

Coca-Cola accounts for 56 percent and PepsiCo 23 percent of the Asia-Pacific 
market for carbonated sugar drinks (keep in mind that non-carbonated soft drinks 

Transporting Coca-Cola in Nigeria.
Source: NYU SeedProgram. Available at http://www.icoke.cn/Default.
aspx.

Pepsi’s “emotional video clip” about “a young student 
in Hanoi” and the Tet holiday.
Source: http://www.suntorypepsico.vn/en/product/activity/keep-tets-
fire-program-pepsi-brand. 

Coke advertising a long way from Atlanta: a sign in Nepal.
Source: Kamana Manandhar, Resources Center for Primary Health Care, Nepal.

Africa is the untold story, and could be the big story, of 
the next decade…..The presence and the significance 
of business in Africa is far greater than India and 
China even today. The relevance is much bigger. 

Muhtar Kent, CEO, Coca-Cola 128
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and teas are big sellers in China and other countries). Asia is home 
to emerging brands from China and Japan, but the nearest fizzy-
drink competitor to Coca-Cola and PepsiCo is Asahi, with a 
distant 3 percent of the regional market.132

China, the world’s most populous nation, is also the most alluring 
market, accounting for almost 33 percent of the Asia-Pacific 
carbonated soft-drink market.133 Japan accounts for 21 percent of 
that market, with India (6 percent) and South Korea (4 percent) 
trailing behind.134

However, no corner of the region is untouched. For instance, 
in Vietnam, sales soared from 587 million liters in 2010 to 836 
million liters in 2014, with one analyst predicting that sales would 
top 1 billion liters in 2015.135 In 2013, with the end of military 
rule in Myanmar, Coca-Cola began bottling in the country as 
part of a $200 million investment.136 Also in 
2013, Coca-Cola announced plans to build the 
first bottling plant in Laos, a nation of only 6.5 
million people, but no market is too small for 
the soda giant.137 

Latin America

In 2014, the Pan American Health Organization 
identified obesity among children and 
adolescents as reaching epidemic proportions 
in Latin America. About 7 percent of children 
under five years old (3.8 million) are estimated 
to be overweight or obese. Among school-age 
children (six to 11), rates of overweight and obesity range from 15 percent (Peru) 
to 34 percent (Mexico). Among adolescents (12 to 19), rates range from 17 percent 
(Colombia) to 35 percent (Mexico).138 

Latin America is now the largest market for soda in terms of dollar sales and was 
forecast to grow 17 percent between 2013 and 2018.139 The taste for sweetened 
beverages, both traditional home-made drinks and then bottled drinks, is fully 
engrained. The Chilean market is instructive. Carbonated soft drink sales grew 6.1 
percent in 2014, and Chileans are now among the leading consumers of SSBs.139a. 
While some analysts have suggested that Chile, where nutrition labeling was recently 
adopted to curb consumption of SSBs and junk foods,140 is a saturated market, 
others project that increases in consumption will continue apace.141 

Middle East

Despite political chaos in some countries, the Middle East remains highly lucrative 
for soft drink companies. Young populations and an emerging middle class in some 
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trucks transport the sodas up to a certain point where locals 
are hired to haul the products the last few kilometers, often by 
bicycle or push carts.127

Coke has been in Africa since 1929 and is now the continent’s 
largest employer, with 65,000 employees and 160 plants.129 
Wagering on significant growth in the region, in 2011, Coca-
Cola announced plans to invest $5 billion in sub-Saharan Africa 
and the Middle East over the next decade and is even bullish 
on conflict zones: it opened up a new facility in Somaliland, a 
breakaway region of Somalia.130 Coke subsequently upped that 
investment plan to $17 billion between 2010 and 2020.131

Asia

Coca-Cola accounts for 56 percent and PepsiCo 23 percent of the Asia-Pacific 
market for carbonated sugar drinks (keep in mind that non-carbonated soft drinks 

Transporting Coca-Cola in Nigeria.
Source: NYU SeedProgram. Available at http://www.icoke.cn/Default.
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Pepsi’s “emotional video clip” about “a young student 
in Hanoi” and the Tet holiday.
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Coke advertising a long way from Atlanta: a sign in Nepal.
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areas are driving SSB sales, which is already a 
well-developed market, in part because of the 
hot climate and restrictions on alcohol. Analysts 
estimate that the compound annual growth rate 
of soft drink sales between 2013 and 2018 will 
be 7.6 percent in Saudi Arabia and United Arab 
Emirates and 12.4 percent in Qatar.142

Producers in the region have learned to work 
around security concerns to ensure that their 
fizzy beverages land in the hands of local 
populations. Coca-Cola Icecek, the Coke bottler 
in the Middle East, for example, posted a 10 
percent volume growth in Iraq in the first 9 
months of 2014, with 17 percent growth in the 
southern part of the country offsetting slumps 
in the northern, violence-torn part of the 
country.143 

Soft drinks, unsurprisingly, are popular with Middle Eastern children. Among 
children aged four to five in Jordan, more than 50 percent consumed carbonated 
sugar drinks. In some countries, over 60 percent of older children reported 
consuming at least one sugar drink per day.144

Although Coca-Cola dominates the global beverage market, PepsiCo has a 
commanding lead across the Middle East. PepsiCo controls 85 percent of the 
soda market in Saudi Arabia, compared with 12 percent for Coca-Cola. PepsiCo’s 
advantage is also significant in Kuwait and Lebanon.145 In 2014 PepsiCo opened 
a Middle East R&D center in Dubai, reflecting the opportunities in the region. 
Meanwhile, in 2012 Coca-Cola acquired a 50 percent interest in Aujun Industries 
Co., a regional player with significant market share in Saudi Arabia, UAE, Egypt, 
and Iran.146 It also purchased a 49 percent stake in a bottling and distribution 

Coca-Cola advertisement in Jordan.
Source: http://www.vagabondjourney.com/photos-from-ancient-city-of-petra-and-wadi-musa/.

 Source: Business Monitor News& Views, Dec 16 2014. 

Selected Markets Carbonated Soft Drinks Value Sales

Country Indicator 2010 2011 2012 2013e 2014f 2015f 2016f 2017f 2018f

Brazil
Carbonated soft 

drink sales, $ billion
16.4 18.7 117.3 16.8 16.9 17.6 19.3 21.3 23.7

Chile
Carbonated soft 

drink sales, $ billion
2.4 2.7 2.9 3.0 3.1 3.2 3.5 3.9 4.1

Colombia
Carbonated soft 

drink sales, $ billion
10.2 12.5 13.8 13.7 14.7 16.0 17.3 19.0 20.9

Argentina
Carbonated soft 

drink sales, $ billion
4.3 5.0 5.1 5.2 5.0 5.3 5.6 6.0 6.3

e/f = estimated/forecast. National Sources, BMI

http://www.vagabondjourney.com/photos-from-ancient-city-of-petra-and-wadi-musa/
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company. Coca-Cola plans to invest $5 billion in the Middle East and North Africa over 
the next decade,147 and Coke and Pepsi advertising alone in Arab countries soared from 
$40 million in 2006 to $400 million in 2012.148

Country Trends
This section focuses on eight countries to highlight companies’ marketing initiatives and 
the impact that SSBs—and the SSB industry—are having on health, but the impact is the 
same in many other countries. In a letter to the health ministers of Brazil, China, Egypt, 
India, Indonesia, Mexico, and South Africa, the authors asked what their countries were 
doing to prevent over-consumption of sugar drinks, but none of the ministers responded.

Brazil 

“Brazil is one of the biggest markets for Coca Cola in the world. In the last 25 years we 
saw the volume of our sales in Brazil expand by about 50 times,” according Coca-Cola 
CEO Muhtar Kent. That has been helped along by Coke’s huge investments, such as the 
$7.6 billion it was plowing into Brazil in 2012–2016.149 In 2012 Brazil constituted 20 
percent of Coke’s global growth, accounting for around $930 million.150

Daily Calories Sold per Capita from Sugar-Sweetened Beverages in 2014.
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The increase in soda consumption over the last three decades contributed to the 
tripling of the number of overweight children.151 A 2012 study found that soda 
consumption increases and milk consumption decreases as children get older. SSBs 
contributed 156 calories, 207 calories, and 290 calories on average to the daily diets 
of 3- to 6-year-olds, 7- to 10-year-olds, and 11- to 17-year-olds, respectively.152 
Between 1974 and 2002–2003, when the consumption of SSBs soared, the 
prevalence of overweight in men increased from 19 percent to 41 percent and 
among women from 29 percent to 39 percent.153 An additional 13 percent of men 
and 17 percent of women were obese.154 According to the most recent (2008–2009) 
national survey, nearly half of all boys or girls between five and nine years old were 
either overweight or obese. In addition, 35 percent and 17 percent of boys were 
either overweight or obese, as were 32 percent and 12 percent of girls.155 Overall, 
75 million Brazilians have some degree of excess weight.156

The Brazilian government has a keen awareness of the problems caused by junk 
foods. Brazil’s 2014 Dietary Guidelines states bluntly: “Ultra-processed foods such 
as soft drinks and various types of sweetened drinks are almost all water but contain 
sugar or artificial sweeteners and various additives, and should be avoided…. Their 
means of production, distribution, marketing, and consumption damage culture, 
social life, and the environment.”157

China

The Chinese soft drink market is vast and growing. Sales of carbonated drinks 
alone are expected to grow to $16.2 billion by 2018, which would be an increase of 
30 percent since 2013.158 One study found that 46.1 percent of children regularly 
consumed SSBs. In 2014, a survey of 10,000 students in 24 schools in six Chinese 
cities found that a quarter of primary school pupils and 16 percent of middle-
schoolers consume sugar drinks every day.159

Thirty years ago, obesity was rare in China. Now, 30 percent of Chinese are either 
overweight or obese, and nearly 10 percent of the total population is diabetic 

(with an additional 15.5 percent being prediabetic). Rates 
of hypertension, unhealthy blood lipids, and inflammation 
have also risen sharply. Among youths under 20 in 2013, 23 
percent of males and 14 percent of females were overweight or 
obese—up from less than 10 percent in 1990. The prevalence 
of diabetes increased 56 percent from 1990 to 2013.160 In 
fact, according to the International Diabetes Federation, 11.6 
percent of adults (114 million people) have diabetes and a 
stunning 493 million people have pre-diabetes.161

Data from the cities of Guangzhou, Shanghai, Jinan, and 
Harbin showed that children who regularly drank SSBs had 
significantly higher BMIs, waist circumferences, and LDL 
(“bad”) cholesterol levels than those who were regular milk 
drinkers.162 A 2012 study reported that 46 percent of children 

Child-friendly images from Coca-Cola’s China website.
http://www.icoke.cn/Default.aspx; http://happy.icoke.cn/campaign/
cny2015/w/index.aspx.

http://www.icoke.cn/Default.aspx
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drank SSBs regularly, which was positively associated with obesity and abdominal 
obesity.163 

In 1978 Coca-Cola struck a deal to become the first consumer product to enter the 
Chinese market since Mao took power.164 Additional marketers have since gained 
access to the market, and the competition 
between Coke and Pepsi is intense. Coca-
Cola now controls 58 percent of the Chinese 
carbonated soft drinks market and PepsiCo 
27 percent.165 (Note that non-carbonated 
drinks, such as teas and fruit juices and 
drinks, are even more popular in China than 
fizzy drinks.165a)

In 2011 Muhtar Kent, the CEO of Coca-
Cola, stressed the importance of the Chinese 
market: “It’s our third-largest global market, 
growing at double-digits….We don’t see 
China only as a great growth market. We 
see China as a future market for further 
innovation that will benefit our business 
globally.”166 

And Coke is certainly putting its money where its mouth is. From 2009 to 2011, 
Coke invested $3 billion in China. And in 2015, as it broke ground on its 45th 
production facility, Coke said it will invest another $4 billion for 2015–2017.167 
Meanwhile, PepsiCo set aside $2.5 billion for its beverage and food investments.168 
The good news, though, is that, notwithstanding that marketing blitz, China Daily 
reported that market growth of carbonated drinks slowed to only 1 percent in mid-
2015 and that Walmart’s sales of fizzy drinks declined by a remarkable 15 percent 
from 2014 to 2015.169 

Egypt

Egypt is another market in which strong growth in soft drinks is predictable. Given 
that Egypt is largely Islamic, the alcoholic-beverage industry is not a real competitor. 
Egypt is a market of enormous interest for multinational corporations, despite the 
recent political upheavals. A population in which more than 50 percent are under 19 
years old, increasing urbanization, and more young women entering the workforce 
make Egypt an attractive market for bottlers.170 

Egypt’s thirsty youth population hasn’t gone unnoticed by marketers. With 65 
percent of Egyptians under 30, Advertising Age said, “now is the time for brands to 
capture their hearts and wallets.” And Ahmed Nazmy, head of marketing for Coca-
Cola’s Egypt franchise, said, “We have young generations who can consume any 
kind of food and beverage, [they’re] not caring about their health yet.”171

Over the last 20 years, Coke consumption tripled in Egypt,172 and soft drinks sales 
volumes were predicted to grow at a compound annual rate of 7.5 percent between 

CEO Muhtar Kent (wearing sunglasses) celebrating the construction of Coca-
Cola’s 45th production facility in China. 
Source: Coca-Cola Journey, Aug. 21, 2015.
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2013 and 2018.173 Per-capita consumption is expected to increase from 38 to 50 
liters between 2018 and 2033. And, of course, obesity follows soda consumption 
like night follows day. Over 20 percent of Egyptian preschool children are now 
obese, a figure some attribute to the ready availability of junk food, including SSBs, 
in schools.174

India

The $10-billion-a-year soft drink industry in India is growing 
rapidly, at around 6 to 7 percent annually. With annual 
per-capita production (11 liters) still at a fraction of China’s 
(34 liters) and about one-fiftieth Mexico’s consumption, the 
potential for growth in the second-most-populous country is 
staggering.175 Under 2 percent of the drinks are non-caloric 
“diet” drinks.176

India has a complex history with global brands. Although 
Coca-Cola first entered the market in 1950, it fled in the 
1970s along with other multinationals during a wave of 
nationalism. In 1989 PepsiCo launched in India and was 
followed a couple of years later by the return of Coca-Cola. 
By 2015, PepsiCo had 37 beverage bottling plants and 3 food 
plants.177 But Coke solidified its leading market position by 
purchasing Thums Up, a local brand. Thums Up remains 

India’s number-one soft drink—making India one of a handful of countries where 
Coke or Pepsi brand does not rule.178 While soft-drink consumption is much 
higher in urban areas, the SSB industry is increasingly focused on expanding into 
the countryside.

Major efforts are underway to attract first-time consumers in this hot climate with 
lower-priced drinks. In 2013 PepsiCo179 (for Frito-Lay 
snacks and Quaker cereals, as well as drinks) and in 
2012 Coca-Cola180 each announced plans to invest $5 
billion in India by 2020. One marketing approach, 
of course, is to make soda available everywhere. A 
study by the Diabetic Foundation of India found that, 
“Importantly, sugar-sweetened beverages and other 
sugar-containing high calorie foods are easily available 
within and around school premises.”181

In India, consumption of SSBs has increased by 13 
percent each year since 1998.182 The increased 
availability of SSBs in both rural and urban areas 
promotes this consumption, with dhabas (small shops) 
selling SSBs along all roads and highways.183 It hardly 
bears repeating, but along with higher consumption 
comes higher obesity. One study found that children 

SSB Consumption in India (liters per capita), 1998–2013.
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A Thums Up promotion at a Hindu Durgu Puja celebration 
in India.
Source: Coca-India image gallery.
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and adolescents in urban areas were consuming 1.8 cans of cola per week, sufficient, 
in theory, to drive a weight gain of three pounds per child per year.184 In India, long 
the poster child for under-nutrition, the obesity rate among school-aged children in 
urban areas has climbed to as high as 20 percent.185 While 51 million Indians already 
suffer from diabetes, the Diabetes Foundation fears that that number will rise to 80 
million by 2025.186

Indonesia

“When I think of Indonesia—a country on the Equator with 180 million 
people, a median age of 18, and a Muslim ban on alcohol—I feel I know 
what heaven looks like,” said Coca-Cola president Donald Keough in 
1991.187 Indonesia’s population has since grown to 255 million people, the 
world’s fourth-most-populous country, and has been termed a “major soft 
drinks growth market in the long-term.”188 In the Asia-Pacific region this vast 
country is one of the fastest-growing soft drink markets, lagging only behind 
China and India in terms of growth in off-trade (mostly through grocery and 
convenience stores) sales volume between 2008–2013.189 Sales of sweetened 
beverages have enjoyed double-digit growth rates over the past decade.189a

The growing Indonesian market has drawn rivals to the dominance of Coca-
Cola and PepsiCo, including Peru’s AJE Group, maker of Big Cola, and 
Japan’s Asahi Breweries, which makes carbonated and tea-based drinks. 

To secure its position in Indonesia, in 2014 Coca-Cola agreed to purchase a 
29.4 percent stake in the Indonesian business of Coca-Cola Amatil, Coca-
Cola’s only distributor in Indonesia.190 According to Coca-Cola International 
President Ahmet Bozer, “This investment will allow us to capture the growth 
opportunity in one of the largest and most dynamic countries in the world.”191 The 
company intended to invest half a billion dollars in Indonesia just in 2015.192

That “growth opportunity” will probably apply also to 
bariatric physicians and dialysis centers. A 2013 Health 
Ministry study estimated that 30 percent of children aged 
5–12 years in Jakarta were overweight.193

Mexico

In Mexico, where Coca-Cola has even launched a home-
delivery service in upper-middle-class neighborhoods,194 
consumption of carbonated soft drinks is among the 
highest in the world: just below 135 liters (36 gallons) per 
person in 2013.195 Consumption is huge, in part, because 
of the hot climate and relentless marketing and because 
people at all income levels drink soda.196 

Between 1999 and 2006, the consumption of calories 
from soft drinks doubled in some age groups and tripled 

Child-friendly image from Coca-Cola’s 
Indonesian website.

Parents and children drinking Coca-Cola in San Pedro 
Chenalhó, Mexico.
Source: María Verza, The “Coca-Colization” of Mexico, the Spark of Obesity, 
Periodismo Humano.

http://periodismohumano.com/
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in others, from 100 to 225 calories per day among adolescents and from 81 to 
250 calories per day among adult women.197 Furthermore, a 2008 survey of school 
children found that soda is one of the five most-consumed products in public 
primary and secondary schools throughout Mexico.198 One-fifth of the calories 
consumed in Mexico come from beverages, mostly SSBs,199 95 percent of them full-
calorie.200 

Mexico has long been a highly profitable market for soft-drink bottlers. Major soft-
drink brands, including Coca-Cola, Pepsi, and Cadbury Schweppes, dominate and 
together account for 90 percent of the market.201 The local Coca-Cola bottler, Coca-
Cola FEMSA, doubled its revenue between 2008 and 2013.202 However, in 2014 
sales dropped by at least 6 percent (9 percent among low-income groups), when a 
landmark tax causing about a 10 percent increase in retail prices took effect.203 (In 
2015, health advocates defeated an effort to tax lower-sugar drinks at a lower rate.204)

Despite the introduction of the soda tax, the industry apparently believes that 
its long-term prospects remain rosy.205 After the tax took effect, PepsiCo Mexico 
President Pedro Padierna said that Mexico remains a “tremendous opportunity” for 
growth.206 His company announced that it will invest $5 billion in Mexico over five 
years. And Coca-Cola said it plans to invest more than $8.2 billion between 2014 
and 2020.207 Cristina Morales, an industry analyst in Mexico City, said “There is 
always going to be a strong dominance of Coca-Cola here, but with new taxes the 
consumer is going to be more aware of the price environment if Pepsi is able to 
reduce prices, increase competition, or introduce new products.”208

Health statistics reflect SSB consumption. Mexico ranks near the top in the world 
in adult obesity, first in type 2 diabetes, and fourth in childhood obesity.209 Nearly 
one-third of Mexican adults are obese, seven out of ten are overweight or obese, and 
about one-third of children are overweight or obese.210,211

Among Mexicans younger than 45, SSBs are estimated to cause 22 percent of female 
and 33 percent of male mortality related to diabetes, CVD, and obesity.212 And 
according to a 2015 study from the University of Washington, the prevalence of 
diabetes increased by 52 percent between 1990 and 2013, partly because of sugar 
drinks.213 At least one out of eight adults suffers from diabetes.214

Nigeria

Nigeria is Africa’s most populous country, with a population of over 150 million of 
which an estimated 43 percent are under the age of 15.215 With such a large, young 
population, along with an economic boom, Nigeria is expected to be a soft-drinks 
hotspot.216 In 2013, Nigeria was described as an “exciting frontier” by the research 
firm Euromonitor.217 Coca-Cola accounts for 40 percent of the Nigerian market and 
PepsiCo 12 percent.218 

With low per-capita consumption, there is tremendous potential for growth despite 
conflicts in the northern part of Nigeria. Notably, however, per-capita production 
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of Coca-Cola products has fallen in recent years, decreasing from 30 eight-ounce 
servings in 2002 to 27 in 2012.219 

Rising health awareness among Nigerian consumers has resulted in particularly 
strong growth in sales of fruit and vegetable juices and bottled water. Consequently, 
bottlers have been developing new reduced-sugar and sugar-free drinks, as well as 
products that contain more natural ingredients.220

South Africa

The South African Health and Nutrition Examination Survey found that 13 percent 
of children aged six to 14 years in poor squatter settlements in cities are overweight 
or obese.221 The country’s prevalence of obesity among children aged two to five is 
twice that of children in Morocco, Swaziland, Botswana, and Nigeria.222 Overall, 
nearly two-thirds of the population is overweight. Nearly 70 percent of South 
African females display unhealthy levels of body fat and more than four in 10 are 
clinically obese. With one in four girls and one in five boys overweight, the president 
of the South African Society for Obesity and Metabolism noted: 

These are devastating figures, especially since it is such an expensive 
disease.…We cannot afford to spend the next decade debating this issue. 
The obesity problem in our country is where the HIV epidemic was 10 
years ago, when we turned a blind eye to the scale of the problem in 
terms of health economics and became the worst in the world in terms of 
outcomes.223

South Africa is another battleground for Coca-Cola and PepsiCo. It is Coke’s largest 
market in Africa and one of best-performing markets in the world. With 15 bottling 
facilities, Coca-Cola employs around 9,000 people.224

PepsiCo has long maintained that Coca-Cola’s dominance was cemented when 
PepsiCo and many other American companies withdrew from South Africa in the 
apartheid era. Coca-Cola technically withdrew its direct investments as well, but 

Images from Coca-Cola’s Twitter feed for Nigeria.
Source: NYU SeedProgram.
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through franchisees its market share actually expanded during apartheid. By the time 
PepsiCo returned in 1994, Coca-Cola reigned with an 80 percent market share.225

Despite its association with apartheid, Coca-Cola has engineered its reputation as 
the quintessential South African brand. In an article titled “Painting South Africa 
Red,” Ron Irwin explained the dominance of Coca-Cola: 

Coke is South Africa’s most admired brand name, available freely in 
Johannesburg’s posh malls as well as in the hinterlands where people 
must walk for miles down dirt roads to buy a Coke from the “spazza” 
shops that sell rural Africans their basic goods.…In an October 2000 
survey of South Africans, 91 percent of respondents in urban areas 
mentioned Coke as the number-one top-of-mind soft drink brand. Coke 
also owns its nearest soda-brand competitors, Fanta and Sprite.226

In South Africa, consumption of SSBs begins early: a 2007 study found that SSBs 
such as Coca-Cola were the third-most-commonly-consumed food or drink item 
among urban children aged 12–24 months.227 In rural areas, such as the KwaZulu-
Natal Province, children aged 4–24 months were consuming sodas two to three 
times per week.228 

Marketing of Sugar Drinks, Especially to 
Children and Youth
Massive international marketing has made the sugar-sweetened-beverage industry 
a worldwide economic success and a growing public health calamity. The term 
“marketing” goes well beyond advertising and refers to any activity designed to 
increase brand recognition, appeal, and ultimately purchase. As Corinna Hawkes 
describes in her seminal study on soft-drink and fast-food marketing,229 marketing 
generally includes five broad classes of activities—the “Five Ps of Marketing”:

• Promotional Activities (advertising, and sales promotions)

• Product Expansion (adapting products to local markets)

• Price and Packaging (setting prices and designing packaging to maximize sales)

• Place (maximizing availability)

• Public Relations (philanthropy, partnerships, favorable publicity)

The success of Coca-Cola and PepsiCo, as well as other companies, in dramatically 
expanding consumption of SSBs worldwide is based to some extent on “global 
localization” or “glocalization.” In other words, companies think globally and 
act locally. After all, customer preferences reflect local tastes, competitors vary in 
number and type, channels of distribution are different, and the media environment 
changes from country to country. In many markets glocalization means offering 
products specifically tailored to local tastes. In other markets glocalization involves 
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selling global brands, such as Pepsi, but through diverse distribution channels, such 
as in local street markets in Nigeria, a prime way to reach urban teens. 

Beyond glocalization, marketing to young people today has become an even more 
targeted practice that tries to create highly personalized and shareable experiences, 
particularly through digital marketing. As author Graham Brown has noted, 
marketing today has moved beyond “brands” to “brand experience”—how 
companies connect with their customers and make them feel on a day-to-day basis. 
One key to successfully marketing to youth is making an experience shareable 
through social media, emails, and other approaches. 

Promotional Activities

Promotional Channels Used

The SSB industry uses multifaceted techniques that are highly 
attractive and engaging to children, as well as adults. Marketers 
use many of the same promotional techniques, channels, and 
strategies in low- and middle-income countries that they use in 
high-income countries, such as traditional TV advertising, video 
games, billboards, point-of-sale advertising, and, increasingly, 
interactive digital technologies. 

Traditional Media: Television, etc.

Notwithstanding the rise of the Internet, television is still a major 
means of advertising soft drinks, but it is increasingly interlinked 
with mobile technologies. While Coke and Pepsi maintain that they do not advertise 
to children under 12, young children certainly see advertising aimed at older 
children and adults, especially on family-oriented programs. 

TV commercials employ the usual variety of persuasive techniques, including toy 
giveaways, appearances by promotional characters, health and nutrition claims, 
and appeals to taste and fun.231 Beyond commercials, the SSB industry engages in 
product placement on youth and “tween” programming. That is, branded products 

Sugar-sweetened-beverage corporations are expanding their market to the children of [low- and 
middle-income countries] by applying lessons learned through their marketing, psychological and 
physiological research….But corporate officials also…may adapt packaging, point-of-sales…and 
product placement in movies, TV, social media, apps, video games, toys, celebrity and character 
spokespersons; activities in school settings; word-of-mouth promotion; distribution of premiums 
and prizes; sponsorship of sports, arts and other national and local events; branded “philanthropic” 
activities, including funding research; and by forming partnerships with government agencies and 
non-governmental organizations.

Professor William Wiist, Northern Arizona University 230

Coke’s logo is virtually ubiquitous, including at this 
airport in Rio de Janiero, Brazil.
Source: Ch’uya Lane, Neena Prasad.
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such as Coke, Pepsi, or Fanta are consumed, 
discussed, or appear in the background or as 
part of a plotline of television shows or movies 
watched by children.232 Research indicates that 
children, especially older children, are vulnerable 
to placements for unhealthy products promoted 
on television.233,234 In India, for example, MTV’s 
first partnership with a brand is a three-year 
agreement with PepsiCo to sponsor MTV’s 
expansion throughout the vast subcontinent 
with a “with a new channel about local indie and 
alternative culture, with a focus on music, film, 
art, comedy and other content.”235

Public health researchers and advocates have long been concerned about junk-food 
advertising on children’s TV. One study in India found that the highest proportion 
of junk-food advertisements, 47.5 percent, occurred on a child-oriented television 

station, the American-owned Nickelodeon. In Nepal, drinks were the 
most frequently advertised (60 percent) type of junk food on TV.236

Despite the effectiveness of TV advertising, companies also employ 
other traditional forms of advertising worldwide. According to 
Mark Pendergrast, author of For God, Country and Coca-Cola, in 
rural Kenya “There in the middle of nowhere, Coca-Cola logos were 
painted on the washing stations outside the latrines.”237 Coca-Cola 
is one of the biggest spending companies in television and billboard 
advertising in both China and India.238,239

Internet Marketing, Social Media

Companies are taking advantage of the digital revolution and the rise 
of social media and mobile technology to engage youth on their own 
turf. For example, a growing percentage of PepsiCo’s marketing 
expenditures is being dedicated to digital platforms, including 
“leveraging Facebook, Twitter, and Instagram and other channels in 

innovative ways to produce compelling content, drive 
engagement, and build brand equity.” The company is also 
partnering with some of its retail clients to extend its brand 
reach to their social media platforms.240 

Mobile marketing is so important to Coca-Cola that it has 
described mobile as a “sixth sense.” In a YouTube video, Coca-
Cola says that more than 7 billion SIM cards are fired up 
around the world each day—a lot more than the 1.9 billion 
cans of soda the company sells each day. The video states that 
the company is going to use mobile phones to put more Cokes 
in more hands: “We will make mobile an enabler of desire.”241 
At another point, Coke’s director for mobile technology, 

Coke’s “Welcome to San Juan Chamula, Mexico” 
sign depicts the traditional indigenous clothing 
that signifies a person of respect. 
Source: El Poder del Consumidor.

Image from 7UP’s India website.

Pepsi’s product placement on the Vietnam Idol TV show in 2015.
http://www.suntorypepsico.vn/en/product/activity/pepsi-accompanies-6th-vietnam-idol-pro-
gram.
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Tom Daly, said, “Use the phone in one hand to put a Coke in the other by 
enabling desire.”242 To support its vision of mobile, the company is supporting the 
establishment of free Wi-Fi around Coca-Cola kiosks in places such as rural South 
Africa.243

Mobile marketing is a key venue for advertising to children, “tweens” (9- to 12-year-
olds), and teens—the first generation to have direct access to this technology. In the 
United States, 93 percent of 12- to 13-year-olds are online, and 71 percent report 
having mobile access to the Internet.244 Kids today use a variety of social media 
sites, including Facebook, Instagram, Tumblr, Twitter, Vine, Snapchat, and a dozen 
others.245 A study of children in the European Union found that in 2013, 87 percent 
of 5- to 7-year-olds used the Internet.246 Kids in developing and emerging market 
countries are going down the same path.

Digital marketing is intense and immersive, enabling companies to fine-tune their 
marketing to young consumers around the world. The immersive nature of that 
marketing is invaluable, because it means that users spend far more time engaged 
with brands and brand experiences than they did through traditional media, like 
the 30-second TV commercial. It also means that the brand’s engagement with 
consumers is highly magnetic, since the digital marketing enables youths to create 
their own characters, design their own cans, and mix their own drinks, all through 
mobile technology. And, perhaps most importantly, marketers can collect data on 
every click a child or adolescent makes, enhancing their ability to more effectively 
target their marketing to the interests of individual consumers. 

Brand Websites 

Coca-Cola and PepsiCo have created websites in many countries to promote their 
products. Many of the websites used by Coca-Cola and PepsiCo feature interactive 
promotions, games, and downloadable goods, as well as cartoons and other 
characters designed to appeal directly to children and teens. Coca-Cola’s page for 

Pepsi launched the “Great India Catch”—a game that can be logged on in Facebook.
Source: NYU SeedProgram.
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China features small children playing with a ball, while another page includes an 
interactive cartoon world. Coca-Cola’s Indonesian page encourages children to “join 
the official Coca-Cola account of Indonesia and get [an] exclusive sticker set” 
complete with images of happy Coca-Cola polar bears. Coke’s page for India features 
images of a young girl listening to music with her headphones and calls on youth to 
“catch the multiproducer episode” of Cokestudio’s #musicmeetshappiness. During 
the World Cup, Coca-Cola encouraged teens to share 15-second videos of their 
football (soccer) skills for a chance to win prizes.247

Websites are an important tool that the SSB industry uses to counter the public 
health message that its beverages contribute to obesity. Visitors to the Coca-Cola 
Brazil website, for example, can find information on “Truths and Rumors” about 
Coca-Cola products, with the pages having multiple boxes that include a short 
“truth” along with a picture. Such “truths” Coca-Cola seeks to promulgate include 
the message that “any food or beverage may be part of a secure and balanced diet,” 
explanations of product ingredients, and how “low or no calorie sweeteners are safe.” 
Coke India’s website features many initiatives relating to health and fitness in India, 
including links to the work of Anandana, the Coca-Cola India Foundation, which 
focuses on issues relating to water, the environment, and healthy living — some of 
the most prominent issues on which the company is being criticized.

In addition to advertising on their own websites, SSB producers also advertise 
on third-party websites. One recent study estimated that 98 percent of children’s 
websites permit advertising and more than two-thirds of youth-targeted sites rely 
primarily on advertising for revenue. According to the UConn Rudd Center for 
Food Policy and Obesity, “Child-targeted display advertisements are highly engaging 
and eye-catching; they commonly use large text, bright colors, dynamic images, 
animation or games and interactive activities embedded within the ad to attract 
attention” and often contain links that drive children to the advertiser’s website.248

Facebook

Facebook, the most popular social networking site in the world, is a key marketing 
platform for Coca-Cola and PepsiCo in emerging countries. As of April 1, 2015, 
Facebook had over 900 million visitors accessing the site each month249 and is the 

Pepsi Nigeria Facebook page.
Source: NYU SeedProgram. Available at http://www.icoke.cn/Default.aspx.

http://www.icoke.cn/Default.aspx
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most popular social networking website in a range of countries, including India and 
Brazil.250 Although most Facebook users are individuals, Facebook embraces brands 
as well, such as Coca-Cola and PepsiCo. Coca-Cola’s Facebook page has more than 
93 million likes. 

Companies post images, videos, games, links, contests, offers, applications, polls, 
quizzes, and other digital and interactive media to their Facebook timelines. The 
pages are also highly interactive. Those users who “like” brand pages can engage by 
sharing their own content such as pictures or videos, commenting on page posts, 
and sharing page content with their own Facebook networks. 

Significantly, if users engage in any activity on brand pages, that activity may then 
appear in the news feed of the users’ “friends”—even those who have not “liked” the 
company’s page—seamlessly spreading marketing messages across social networks. 
Consequently, youths that engage on the Facebook pages of soft-drink companies 
not only willingly engage and entertain themselves with brands, but also create free 
word-of-mouth advertising.251 That kind of viral consumer involvement is unique to 
social media and helps spread marketing messages far and wide.

Facebook can be used to amplify traditional TV advertising. For example, ahead of 
the Cricket World Cup in 2011, PepsiCo India rolled out a video campaign that 
used a Facebook Reach Block featuring video ads for 24 hours. A Reach Block is 
a type of Facebook media buy that is guaranteed to reach 100 percent of a target 
demographic at least once (and at most five times) on a given day.252 The first ad 
featured a video, the second was a video-like ad that encouraged people to watch 
a Pepsi TV spot, and the third drove people to an application that enabled users 
to create an avatar of themselves. The avatar could share a soda with its creator’s 
“friends.” The Reach Block ads were viewed more than 19 million times—145 
percent more than projected.253 

Other Social Media Platforms: Instagram, Twitter, Vine

Coca-Cola (and other companies) leap to take advantage of every new social media 
platform, including Instagram (Coke has more than one million followers), Twitter 
(more than three million followers), and Vine (2 million + views).254 Those new 
platforms are highly engaging and attractive to youths. For example, companies 
use Instagram by soliciting users’ photos and videos for contests or posting on 
it to promote sponsorships, new products, and other promotions. Companies 
can “regram,” which is posting others’ content that reflects well on their brands. 
Importantly, people can get a bit of fame, because regrams acknowledge the source 
of the original Instagram post by crediting the source’s Instagram handle.

Companies use Vine for marketing by soliciting users’ six-second-long videos for 
contests or by posting videos promoting their sponsorships, new products, and 
other promotions. Companies can also “revine” by posting others’ content. As with 
regrams, revines acknowledge the source of the original Vine post.

Not surprisingly, Coca-Cola and Pepsi maintain individualized Twitter accounts for 
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various countries. Recent Coca-Cola tweets illustrate the appeal of this forum to 
youths, including instructions on how to access the “latest happenings in the RnB 
and HipHop World? Click here.” 

Creative Strategies

The expansion of traditional media and explosion of social media channels 
globally has created new opportunities for Coca-Cola and PepsiCo to launch 
creative strategies to increase consumption. For over 100 years Coca-Cola 
has been an unrivaled leader in creating visions and brands that connect with 
consumers. Today, Coca-Cola is expanding its traditional, and extraordinarily 
effective, marketing campaigns to better engage young people. In particular, it is 

exploiting the new digital eco-systems to advance from what it has called “One 
Way Story Telling” (traditional advertising) to “Dynamic Story Telling” through 
social media. 

Coca Cola’s advertising strategy, “Liquid and Linked: Content 2020,” is a key 
case study on how Coca-Cola has employed social media forums, including 
Twitter, YouTube, Facebook, mobile apps, and social gaming, to firmly embed its 
brands into youth culture. The idea behind “Liquid and Linked,” according to 
Coca-Cola’s marketing team, was to create dynamic “ideas” that are so compelling 
that they become “liquid”—contagiously shared by people though social media—
and “linked”—connected to the brand to foster “conversations.” The goal is to 
get young people buzzing around Coca-Cola content and, importantly, to embed 
the Coca-Cola brand in their minds. “Everyone loves a great story and teens 
are no exception to that rule,” says Coca-Cola. By July 2012 the YouTube video 
launching the “Liquid and Linked” campaign is said to have generated 45 million 
conversations and 3 billion impressions.257 

Brand engagement, interactive personalized content, shareable experiences, and 
dynamic storytelling are highly appealing to youth who have time to surf the 

Facebook, YouTube, and Twitter are all blocked in the world's most populous nation. Coca-Cola, 
however, has found a way around this social media outage by tapping into Weixin's (a popular 
Chinese social networking app) built-in reader for QR codes to start its Lyric Coke campaign. Coke 
bottles featured famous Chinese lyrics like "Baby, I'm sorry" and "I love summer." The company then 
encouraged youths to share a 10-second clip of a song with friends by scanning the QR code on 
bottles. Between May and December 2014, the Coca-Cola campaign generated over three billion 
views.255

Xu Lin, of the Institute for Nutritional Sciences at the Chinese Academy of Sciences in Shanghai, 
who researched marketing in China for this report, found that in 2005 Coke launched the first major 
promotion event in China with an online game called "World of Warcraft." Also, the Share a Coke 
campaign has extended to China. Since 2013, Chinese can develop customized labels—nicknames, 
lyrics, or whatever else—on their bottles.256

Chinese ad features South Korean 
movie star Kim Soo-hyun.
Source: Xu Lin
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Web and interact on social media. The Share a Coke campaign, which features 
people’s names on bottles and cans, is a key example of the way in which the 
industry is creating shareable brand experiences as well as personalizing campaigns.258 
The Share a Coke campaign earned over 18 million media impressions, and traffic 
on Coca-Cola’s Facebook page increased by 870 percent.259 Coca-Cola has also 
employed social media in the campaign: using the hashtag #shareacoke, people are 
Facebooking and Instagramming photos of their personalized bottles.260 Such efforts 
to directly contact consumers, build emotional connections, and start conversations 
are all aimed at building Coca-Cola’s bottom line.

Cartoon Characters

Companies use tried and true traditional marketing techniques, such as cartoon 
characters and celebrity endorsements, to entice people of all ages. The animated 
Coca-Cola polar bears are one of the most iconic corporate cartoon characters of 
all time. Directly inspired by creator Ken Stewart’s puppy, Coca-Cola transmuted a 
bunch of lovable, furry characters into an effective brand experience. According to 
Stewart, “That’s really what we were trying to do—create a character that’s innocent, 
fun, and reflects the best attributes we like to call ‘human.’ The bears are cute, 
mischievous, playful, and filled with fun.” Not only do the grown-up polar bears, 
with their winter scarves and Coke-induced antics, appeal to kids—so do the cubs, 
which over the years have been seen in Coca-Cola ads selecting a Christmas tree and 
playing with a seal cub.261 Coke’s polar bears have permeated the global market along 
with Coke itself. In Indonesia, for instance, virtual stickers feature polar bear cubs 
wearing Coca-Cola scarves and Coca-Cola party hats, playing with each other, and 
talking on a mobile phone.262 

Coke and Pepsi have developed a panoply of cartoon characters to connect their 
brands to children in different countries. Studies in countries such as Brazil, India, 
Russia, and Guatemala document that the companies use culturally tailored mascots 
and cartoons to attract children.263 

• In China, clay dolls A Fu and A Jiao, a boy and girl toddler duo, are pictured 
riding a Coca-Cola bottle flying over an amusement park.264 

• On the 7UP website in India, elementary-school-aged cartoon children with 
lemons for heads frolic about in a world submerged in 7UP, with a stadium and 
shopping center atop floating lemon halves.265 7UP was launched in India in 
1990, and its international mascot Fido Dido was used to position the brand as a 
cool drink for youngsters. 

• In a Brazilian ad for Pepsi Twist Zero, animated limes can be seen playing a claw 
machine while sitting on a can of the drink, trying to retrieve a stuffed lime from 
amongst the other stuffed animals.266 

• Cartoon characters, such as animated lions dressed in tunics and a young female 
hiker traversing a field of strawberries, are featured on cartons of some Brazilian 
juice drinks.267,268 

Coke can distributed at Hong 
Kong Disneyland when it 
opened in 2005.
Source: https://sites.google.com/site/
ellasawesomewebsite/colo-cola.

https://sites.google.com/site/ellasawesomewebsite/colo-cola
https://sites.google.com/site/ellasawesomewebsite/colo-cola
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• In South Africa, a cartoon Pepsi bottle and pizza sit at a romantic candle-lit table 
with hearts in their eyes, and on Pizza Hut’s Facebook page, a “Life Event” is 
listed for when Pepsi and Pizza Hut became “friends.”269,270

Celebrity Endorsements

Celebrity endorsements are a key element of promotion. In the United States, 
for example, PepsiCo has aggressively employed celebrity endorsements, 
signing artists like Michael Jackson and Beyoncé to endorsement deals, while 
Coca-Cola has brokered deals with rapper 50 Cent and basketball star LeBron 
James. In global marketing campaigns, companies work with locally relevant 
celebrities.271 Olympic medalists and music stars are frequently included 
in marketing efforts.272,273 For example, during the 2012 London Olympic 
Games, Coca-Cola included Chinese Olympic medalists like Xiang Liu and 
Yang Sun as spokespersons, while PepsiCo involved several famous football 
(soccer) players to make a dream team during the 2014 FIFA World Cup in 
Brazil. 

Thums Up commercials in India sometimes showcase Bollywood stars. One 
ad features Bollywood star Akshay Kumar in a dashing, James Bond-type car 
chase in pursuit of a bottle of Thums Up. Says Vikas Gupta, Vice-President of 

Marketing for Coca-Cola India, “The ‘Thums Up Taste The Thunder’ series 
portrays every person’s hidden yearning—to dare and win over the 
impossible; to set unbelievable targets and to have the power to accomplish 
them.”274 Daredevil commercials have proven highly controversial: Mumbai 
police called for a ban on them, because children might try to pull off the 
stunts. The India Advertising Council stepped in and pulled 14 ads because 
they included stunt activities, in some cases featuring celebrities from 
cricket. 

Online Gaming, Prizes, and Discounts

As access to mobile devices becomes more prevalent, it is no surprise that 
kids are increasingly playing online games. Coca-Cola, PepsiCo, and many 
other companies are using the meteoric rise of online video games and 
other digital and social media applications to engage children. The child 
entertainment market is global: the “global child” downloads about 11 
apps every six months according to industry strategists.275 In addition to 
games, online promotions reward consumers with such gifts or prizes as 
toys, computers, and musical and sports equipment in return for brand 
loyalty.276

•  In Nicaragua, a Pepsi ad entices consumers to triple their telephone airtime 
through Pepsi product purchases.

•  In Korea, Coca-Cola PLAY is a real and virtual playground for young people to 
connect with one another by using mobile devices that incorporate voice 
recognition, location, and motion-detecting technologies for games and activities. 

Popular Indian film personality, Vishal, 
goes to work for Thums Up.
Source: Coca-Cola India image gallery.

Prizes in a Kenyan contest sponsored by 
Pepsi include dinner dates with music stars.
Source: http://www.promonigeria.co/2014/11/pepsi-top-
ten-vote-and-win-contest.html.

http://www.promonigeria.co/2014/11/pepsi-top-ten-vote-and-win-contest.html
http://www.promonigeria.co/2014/11/pepsi-top-ten-vote-and-win-contest.html
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Because 80 percent of Korean teens exceed their wireless data capacity each 
month, Coke PLAY awards additional data as prizes.277 

•  In Hong Kong, Coca-Cola created a mobile app game that 
enabled teens to “chok” (a slang word used by Hong Kong 
teens, meaning rapid motion) the cameras on their phones to 
catch the tumbling bottle caps from the TV ad at 10 p.m. each 
night and win instant prizes. The app became the number-one 
download in Hong Kong within one day of its release.278 

•  In Thailand, the owner of Ichitan bottled sweetened teas (with 
15 teaspoons of sugar in a 0.5-liter (17 oz.) bottle), a genius 
for publicity, has run daily lotteries that pay out 1 million 
baht ($30,000) and a monthly lottery with such prizes as a 
$100,000 Porsche or Mercedes or a free trip abroad. The 
lotteries are very popular—and helped the brand capture the 
lion’s share of the market in just a few years because the 
payouts are as great as or greater than in the national 
lottery.279,280

Music

Coca-Cola and PepsiCo both make music a centerpiece of their marketing 
campaigns to create buzz around their brands and connect with youth. According 
to industry observers, both companies “work to protect their image and seek 
to recruit new and younger customers. Music is their go-between.”281 In 2012, 
Spotify, the global music-streaming service, announced a partnership with Coca-
Cola. Daniel Ek, the CEO of Spotify, said, “We want music to be like water, 
everywhere; but when you think about it, we want music to be like Coke, which 
really is everywhere.” Shortly thereafter, PepsiCo announced a “Live for Now Music” 
campaign, which included free music downloads by means of a deal with Twitter. 

Coca-Cola has launched numerous music-oriented campaigns to cash in on the 
youth market globally. In 2013, it launched the “Year of Music,” and music was 
central to its marketing efforts during the 2014 FIFA World Cup football (soccer) 
tournament. The Coca-Cola “anthem” for the World Cup was translated into 22 
languages. Coke Studios, which features performances by local musicians and was 
developed in partnership with MTV, has been launched in various parts of the 
world, including India, Pakistan, and the Middle East. Music has also been at the 
heart of Coca-Cola’s most memorable ads, starting with the iconic “I’d Like to Buy 
the World a Coke” commercial that was launched in 1971. More recently, music is 
featured in Share a Coke campaigns, including one in South Africa where a sweet 
dog named Bobby searches, to the song “That’s Not my Name” from the Ting Tings, 
all over Cape Town for his personalized bottle of Coke.282 

Ichitan’s lottery to promote sales of its sweetened teas offers 
prizes including expensive sports cars.
Source: Thaksaphon Thamarangsi.

A music-themed Coca-Cola ad 
in Pekanbaru, Indonesia.
Source: Wikimedia.

Filipino celebrities Daniel 
Padilla and Kathryn Bernardo 
help sell Pepsi.
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Case Study: Coca-Cola's Global "Open Happiness" Campaign

Coca-Cola works hard to associate its brands with fun and happiness, especially 
with youths and families. In 2009 Coca-Cola rolled out its integrated global “Open 
Happiness” campaign. “Happiness to us,” the Coca-Cola website announces, “is 
anything that can bring a smile to someone’s face. We’re in the business of spreading 
smiles and opening happiness every day all across the world. We know we might not 
change the world overnight, but if we can add just a few smiles to the world, then 
we’ve done our job.”283 The Open Happiness campaign shows how viral marketing 
drives children and youth all over the world to websites, Facebook pages, and other 
online marketing applications.

A year after the “Open Happiness” campaign was launched, a “Happiness Vending 
Machine” showed up in a common room at St. Johns University in New York and 
dispensed flowers, pizza, and a six-foot-long submarine sandwich to eager and 
startled students. That video has now received over 6 million hits,284 and different 
versions of the Happiness Vending Machine have popped up at Live Happiness 
events around the globe, including in India, Argentina, Turkey, and Kenya.285,286 In 
Panama, a giant Coke vending machine encourages friends and families to cooperate 
happily together, even sitting on each other’s shoulders, to retrieve their sodas.287 
While some machines give away Coke and other items for free, others require 
specific action: a happiness vending machine in Singapore requires a hug, and one 
in Brazil is activated by dancing. In India and Pakistan, Coca-Cola’s “Small World 
Machines” seek to bring Indians and Pakistanis together by calling on them to touch 
hands, and draw peace, love, and happiness symbols together in order to receive a 
Coke.288 

Beyond the vending machines, YouTube videos feature the Coca-Cola Happiness 
truck delivering doses of happiness around the world, including to the Philippines,289 
Ecuador,290 Armenia,291 Indonesia,292 and Kenya.293 In the United Arab Emirates, 
doses of happiness are dispensed to workers in five special phone booths at Dubai 
labor camps in a Coca-Cola Happiness Phone Booth commercial,294 allowing 
laborers to exchange a Coca-Cola cap bottle for a three-minute international call. In 
Brazil, a “Happy Beep” at supermarket checkout lines plays a happy tune whenever 
a bottle of Coca-Cola is scanned.295 All of the scenes within those videos engage 
the viewer emotionally—communicating feelings of happiness and enjoyment in 
the moment. The elements of fun, surprise, and unique locations kept the series 
interesting and relevant to a wide variety of young audiences around the world.

As in other Coca-Cola campaigns, digital music is central to the Open Happiness 
campaign. For example, Coke rolled out “52 Songs of Happiness” a collection of 
original music from emerging artists all over the word. As part of the campaign, each 
artist was called upon to create a unique song for Coca-Cola, and every artist had the 
opportunity to have their music heard by Coca-Cola’s online community networks 
around the world.
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Product Expansion

Regional and Local Brands

The “glocalization” of SSBs also involves fine-tuning products to suit local 
palates. As a business strategy, Coca-Cola and PepsiCo have created beverages 
designed to meet local tastes or scooped up existing brands. PepsiCo, for 
example, has research centers around the world, including in Brazil, China, 
Germany, India, Mexico, Russia, the United Arab Emirates, the United 
Kingdom, and the United States296 to innovate drinks and foods suited to local 
tastes. Thus, PepsiCo has produced Pepsi Fire (hot cinnamon) and Pepsi Ice 
(cool mint) for Guam, Thailand, Malaysia, and Singapore and Pepsi Baobab 
(monkey bread fruit flavor) for Japan.297  

Purchasing of local brands or developing new SSBs targeted to local preferences 
helps insinuate Coca-Cola and PepsiCo—and other companies—seamlessly 
into the local market, making it difficult for consumers to distinguish local 
from foreign products.

Coca-Cola alone markets over 3,500 products.298 “A small 
sampling of “glocalized” beverages made by Coke, Pepsi, or 
other companies includes:

• In 1999 Coca-Cola spent over $200 million to purchase 
half of Peru’s Inca-Kola, a yellow fizz made from local 
flavors, including the herb lemon verbena. Since the 1970s 
the drink has been tied up with national identity and is 
claimed to be “the flavor that unites Peru.”299

• In the 1990s Coca-Cola purchased Thums Up, India’s top 
brand, for $50 million.300 Thums Up reportedly is a little 
spicy, making it the “perfect pairing” for Indian food.301

• In Venezuela, Coca-Cola produces Fescolita, a popular local beverage with a taste 
similar to chewing gum.

• While Coca-Cola sells many different brands in the Philippines, Jaz Cola was 
specifically designed for consumers living in the Visayan 
Islands—the main middle island of the country—and 
has, reportedly, “fueled Visayan pride among its teen 
consumers.”302

• Coca-Cola markets Stoney Ginger Beer, which has a tangy 
taste, in South Africa and other African countries.

• Kuat, produced in Brazil and now owned by Coca-Cola, 
features the local guarana berry, which has the caffeine that 
makes it popular in energy drinks. One ad for the soda 
features boys around 6–8 playing soccer.

Source: Coca-Cola Journey, Jan. 2, 2013.

Inca Kola, partly owned by Coca-Cola, 
has as much sugar as a Coke.
Source: Fast Foods Gone Global, Travel Channel.

Source: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=HJlAeWQmGRo.

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=HJlAeWQmGRo
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Through flagship and localized brands and huge marketing campaigns, Coca-Cola 
and PepsiCo products get woven into the fabric of the local culture. In Morocco, for 
example, it is reported that Coke is as popular as tea, and a visitor will be offered a 
choice when visiting a local’s home.303

Coca-Cola and PepsiCo are not the only players in regional brands. Other 
companies, including from lower-income countries, are grabbing their share of the 
market. For example, AJE Group, the Peru-based maker of Big Cola, sells in over 
20 markets in Africa, Asia, and Latin America. It has focused “mainly on young 
consumers from medium to lower socio-economic groups” in its target markets.304

Product Diversification 

The soft-drink beverage marketplace, once dominated by full-calorie colas, is 
becoming more complex as companies diversify their product portfolios. Growing 
consumer awareness of SSBs’ contribution to obesity, diabetes, and other health 
problems are shifting demand in many countries. Some analysts predict that by 2019 
emerging markets will account for 49 percent of “health and wellness” sales, up from 
28 percent since 2002 in food and drinks as a whole.305 Developing new drinks, 
including juices, energy drinks, and low-calorie alternatives, is an important part of 
companies’ growth strategies. From a public health perspective, however, the health 
impact of “healthier”—or healthier-sounding—drinks is often the same as for SSBs, 
because many energy drinks and juices are high in sugar, both naturally occurring 
and added.

Juices and Juice Drinks

Juice is a core growth realm in many emerging markets, partly because some 
consumers are avoiding carbonated drinks. In Brazil, for example, SSBs are 
increasingly struggling with an image of unhealthfulness, while other products, such 
as juices, are believed to be healthy.306 

While fruit juice has a modicum of vitamins and minerals, the health impact of 
excessive juice consumption is similar to that of SSBs. Despite that, juices receive far 
less attention than SSBs in part because juices and their sugars are considered 

Source: Euromonitor Passport: Coca-Cola Co The, SWOT analysis, in soft drinks (world), March 2013.

The Coca-Cola Co. vs PepsiCo, Inc., in Global Soft Drinks by Category: % Market Share 2007/2012

Zesto Slice is a fruit juice drink marketed in the 
Philippines.
Source: Agnes Cororaton.
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“natural.” “But make no mistake,” say Credit Suisse analysts, “Our 
forefathers did not drink fruit juices (certainly not in the quantity that 
we do)—they simply ate the fruit.”307 As we’ve noted earlier, fruit and 
juice may contain the same amounts of sugar, but juice is likelier to 
add extra calories to the diet, while fruit is likelier to displace other 
foods or beverages.

In addition, many of the juice drinks marketed around the world 
contain added sugar. A fruit juice, as defined in the United States, 
is either 100 percent natural or 100 percent concentrate with no 
added sweeteners. Anything less is technically a “drink.” Fruit drinks 
are defined as beverages with less than 100 percent fruit juice. For 
example, Slice, a popular PepsiCo mango drink in India, consists of 
water, sugar, and mango pulp.308 

Juice and juice drinks are especially popular with children, with 
marketing directed to adults or directly at children and adolescents, 
including:309 

• Smart, which Coca-Cola created for Chinese children and teens, is designed to 
have a “fun, non-conforming personality” and is available in Mandarin, Apple, 
Grape, Peach, and Watermelon.

• Qoo, with a blue cartoon mascot that looks like a cat, is a popular Coca-Cola 
beverage among young children in Asian markets. Qoo is available in a wide 
variety of flavors such as Acerola Lemon, Blackcurrant, Grape Lemon, Honey 
Quince, Mango Milk, and Peach Plum. It is currently available in China, Hong 
Kong, Japan, Macau, the Republic of Korea, and Singapore.

• In Brazil, research conducted by the Instituto Brasileiro de Defesa do 
Consumidor (IDEC, the Brazilian Institute for Consumer Protection) has 
exposed how sugary fruit juices are heavily advertised to young children. For 
example, fruit juices marketed under the brand name Maguary featured cartoon 
characters such as Barbie. That brand is high in added sugar, including 21 grams 
per 200 ml (6.7 oz.), about the same as a Coke.310

Expansion into the juice and juice-drink business is continuing for the beverage 
giants. PepsiCo formed a strategic alliance with Ocean Spray Cranberries in 
2012. As part of the partnership, PepsiCo gained exclusive rights to manufacture 
and distribute a portfolio of cranberry- and blueberry-based beverages in Latin 
America.311

Energy Drinks

As in the United States, energy drinks are the fastest-growing segment in the 
beverage industry in important emerging markets, including China, Mexico, India, 
Chile, and Brazil. In India, for example, analysts forecast that sales of energy drinks 
through supermarkets and other retail locations will grow by 11 percent per year, 
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Source: Euromonitor Passport: Coca-Cola Co The, SWOT analysis, in soft drinks (world), March 2013.

The Coca-Cola Co. vs PepsiCo, Inc., in Global Soft Drinks by Category: % Market Share 2007/2012

Zesto Slice is a fruit juice drink marketed in the 
Philippines.
Source: Agnes Cororaton.

In Brazil, this high-sugar fruit drink 
is clearly marketed to young girls.
Source: Ana Paula Bortoletto, IDEC.
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in part due to new products, marketing blitzes, and rising incomes.312 Through 
advertising campaigns on social media and TV, as well as at sporting events, bottlers 
are driving energy drinks into the mainstream.313 

In 2013, Coca-Cola purchased a minority share in Monster Energy, a deal that is 
expected to dramatically increase the sale of energy drinks in markets around the 
world and sweeten the revenue of both companies. Under the agreement, Coca-Cola 
traded all of its energy brands and markets in exchange for Monster’s non-energy 
brands and a 16.7 percent stake in Monster Energy. Prior to the deal, Monster was 
only available in 40 countries. Partnering with Coca-Cola gives Monster greater 
access to distribution channels in the more than 200 countries in which Coke does 
business.314

The increasing popularity of energy drinks among youths has raised concerns among 
public health authorities.315 Energy drinks contain higher levels of caffeine than 
typical sugar drinks (though usually less than a comparable amount of coffee), along 
with sugar, nutrients, and other ingredients. Monster Energy, for example, includes 
54 grams of added sugar (13 teaspoons) per 16-ounce serving, about the same as a 
16-oz. Pepsi. 

The American Academy of Pediatrics has stated that “energy drinks have no place in 
the diet of children and adolescents” due to their stimulant content.316 A study by 
the U.S. Department of Health and Human Services reported that emergency-room 
visits involving energy drinks (alone or mixed with other substances) increased 10-
fold from 2005 to 2009.317 Lawsuits have been filed by parents of several youths who 
died shortly after drinking energy drinks.318

Despite such concerns, energy drinks are marketed heavily around the world to 
adolescents through online media and other campaigns. Some countries, however, 
are beginning to respond to concerns about energy drinks. In Mexico, energy drink 
consumption has exploded, reaching nearly $615 million in sales in 2011.319 Studies 
by the Federal Commission for Protection Against Sanitary Risks identified physical 
and mental health problems associated with energy drinks, leading the Mexican 
government to tax energy drinks at the same rate as beer and wine. In 2012, the 
Mexican Senate voted to prohibit the sale of energy drinks to anyone under 18, the 
same as alcoholic beverages.320 In March 2014, Saudi Arabia banned all advertising 
of energy drinks; the sale of energy drinks in government, health, and education 
facilities; sponsorship of sporting, social, and cultural events; and a ban on free 
distribution to people of any age.321 In November 2014, Lithuania banned the sale 
of energy drinks to anyone under 18.322

Low-Calorie Alternatives

Reducing sugar Content is increasingly important in some, but not all, emerging 
markets. In Brazil for example, (mostly full-calorie) carbonated drinks control 
over 61 percent of the total soft drink market, but are seen by industry observers 
as struggling because of their unhealthy image and public health campaigns 
encouraging people to reduce sugar consumption.323

Source: Credit Suisse Research Institute. Sugar: consumption at a crossroads. Zurich: Credit Suisse; 
2013.
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Industry insiders see “health” as a new buzz word, and Coca-Cola and PepsiCo are 
responding with new products, including ones made with non-caloric sweeteners. 
In 2012 in Australia, PepsiCo launched Pepsi Next its first product sweetened by a 
mixture of sugar and the naturally derived sweetener stevia. Coca-Cola responded 
the next year by launching Coca-Cola Life, beginning in Argentina. Life, too, 
is sweetened by a mixture of sugar and stevia leaf extract. Both Coca-Cola Life 
and Pepsi Next reduce calories by only 30 percent because using too much stevia 
leads to an unpleasant aftertaste. PepsiCo CEO Indra Nooyi lamented that “stevia 
unfortunately does not work well with colas.”324

Developing a new soda with a natural sweetener that tastes as good as the iconic 
Coke or Pepsi, but with zero calories, is regarded as the industry’s “holy grail.” 
Consumers in the United States are staying 
away from sweeteners such as aspartame 
and sucralose, because they are artificial and 
linked to health problems.325 Overall, 
however, Coke’s reduced-calorie drinks have 
not performed well in emerging markets, 
except in Brazil.326 Consumers in many 
countries are not interested in diet 
alternatives, presumably because obesity is 
not yet understood as a big problem or 
people simply don’t like their taste. In 
China, for example Diet Coke accounts for 
only 10 percent of the entire brand’s 
sales.327 In India, diet sodas account for less 
than 2 percent of cola sales.328 Diet soda 
sales in the United States are about 26 
percent of all carbonated drinks.329

Price and Packaging 
Coca-Cola is highly strategic at the 
local level by pricing its products to be 
competitive and accessible. In Kenya, for 
example, Coca-Cola cut its prices when PepsiCo reentered the market and is also 
packaging its products to reach the poor. A 200 ml (6.7 oz.) bottle of Coca-Cola 
costs only about 17 U.S. cents.330 In Latin America, Coca-Cola’s FEMSA bottler 
has used a strategy of “Magic Price Points” to lure consumers.331 So in Colombia, 
Coca-Cola rolled out a 6.5 oz. returnable glass bottle for “on-the-go-consumption” 
at 500 Colombian pesos332 (around 19 U.S. cents). In Brazil, Coca-Cola “continued 
to reinforce the availability of Coca-Cola, Coca-Cola Zero, and Fanta in our 200 ml 
one-way presentation at R$1” (about 31 U.S. cents). 

In celebration of the 100th anniversary of its iconic “hobble-skirt” bottle, Coca-
Cola has reintroduced that curvy bottle, originally patented in 1915, as part of an 
ad campaign that ran in more than 140 countries. One ad includes the “Tale of the 

Giant 3-liter bottles, like this one in 
Mexico, are not sold in the United 
States (except in a few towns in 
Texas).
Source: Michael Jacobson.
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Contour,” a mythical story of how the curvy bottle was created, while others include 
cartoons. The campaign, the second-largest in the company’s history, also gives 
Coke a strategic opportunity to spotlight its 7.5- and 8-ounce glass and aluminum 
bottles.333

In 2014 PepsiCo launched “Drinkfinity” in Brazil, a “personal hydration system” 
that consists of reusable drink bottles that can be flavored with a “pod” consisting of 
flavors, aromas, and other ingredients.334 Upon its launch, the president of PepsiCo’s 
global beverage group asserted that the creation of Drinkfinity “truly connects with 
consumers’ desires for greater choice and personalization, and it dovetails with our 
goals to not only give consumers many fantastic beverage brands to choose from, but 
also the ability to choose the way they consume them both in and out of the 
home.”335 The system is positioned, in part, to address consumer concerns about the 
environmental impact of plastic bottles while maximizing PepsiCo’s bottom line. 

Although only currently available in Brazil, it will 
be coming soon to more countries.336 Pepsi also is 
working with SodaStream to provide in-home 
soda. 

Meanwhile, Coca-Cola has started selling Coke 
products by means of an in-home countertop-soda 
machine made by Keurig—Coke’s latest attempt to 
put its cola within what it has long called an “arm’s 
reach of desire.”337 

Attractive packaging also remains a key venue 
for product advertising. In many low-income 
communities, low literacy rates and a lack of 
access to television mean that packaging plays an 
outsized role in marketing.338 Containers with 

bright colors, cartoon or celebrity characters, or offers of free gifts or games on the 
product packaging are common. Numerous studies show that a product’s packaging 
contributes to children’s purchasing decisions, as well as influences the decisions that 
parents make for their children.

The global “Share a Coke” campaign is a quintessential example of the way in which 
companies are personalizing campaigns; structuring them as shareable experiences to 
get people, especially children, to feel closer to their products; and using packaging 
creatively. Thus, personalized 12-ounce Coke cans sporting more than 300 different 
names—including “Mom” and “Dad”—blanketed Mexico from July through 
October of 2014. Coca-Cola FEMSA subsequently launched “Share a Coke” 
campaigns in Brazil, Argentina, Colombia, Costa Rica, Nicaragua, Guatemala, 
Panama, and the Philippines.339 

Children 5–10 are a marketing target 
of Pepsi, as here in the Philippines. 
Pepsigla means Pepsi-joy.
Source: www.pepsiphilippines.com/news-arti-
cle.php?id=101.

The Share a Coke campaign struck a chord with kids and adults 
in Ghana. But an American critic thought that an “obesity” label 
would be more truthful.
Sources: NYU SeedProgram; Mike Howard, Lumenati.co.

http://www.pepsiphilippines.com/news-article.php?id=101
http://www.pepsiphilippines.com/news-article.php?id=101
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Place

Marketing In and Around Schools

Soda companies advertise at or near schools in many countries. According 
to Kamana Manandhar, from the Resource Centre for Primary Health Care 
in Nepal’s Urban Health Department, “Sponsorship boards advertising junk 
food products near school areas are abundant in Nepal,” and “it’s clear their 
major target group is children.”340 In countries from Ghana to South Africa, 
advertisements for SSBs are even found on school entrance signs. Thus, children 
are repeatedly exposed to SSB advertising each and every school day. In effect, the 
schools are endorsing the beverages.

Studies have documented the prevalence of advertising near schools in several 
countries. In Mongolia and the Philippines, more than half of food and beverage 
advertisements around schools promoted sugar drinks. Of those, the most 
frequently promoted brand was Coca-Cola—35 percent of all promotions in 
Mongolia and 32 percent in the Philippines. In addition, the density of 
advertising within 250 meters of schools was almost double that of locations 
farther away.341

In India, Coca-Cola sponsors the Coca-Cola Cup, a cricket 
tournament for children 12 to 16 and “the largest inter-school 
cricket championships in India.”342 Coca-Cola also launched 
the Support My School campaign, which focuses on bringing 
water, sanitation facilities, and infrastructure to schools in poor 
communities.343 PepsiCo started the Get Active program for 
children, a school program aimed at building awareness among 
school children of the importance of physical activity.344 Another 
PepsiCo campaign, Project Asha, is aimed at educating girls and 
women about nutrition.345 But with every “good deed” comes a 
logo.

Retail Space

Space planning is integral to retail marketing, and soft-drink 
companies work to ensure that every store that carries its 
products, whether it is a supermarket, convenience store, or 
kiosk, displays them in the most effective way. According to the 
director of space planning services for Coca-Cola Enterprises 
(CCE), one of the world’s largest Coca-Cola bottlers, “The space 
in the store is like really valuable real estate, and the efficiency and 
productivity of that space can make or break the store and also the 
manufacturer.”346 

Distributing coolers for the cold drinks is also central to this 
strategy. In 2012 Coca-Cola reported that it had placed more 
than 1.3 million units of cold-drink equipment that year 

Coca-Cola school sign in South Africa.
Source: Brian Cook. 

Coca-Cola’s Global Education Partnership sign at a 
school in Ghana.
Source: NYU SeedProgram.

Contour,” a mythical story of how the curvy bottle was created, while others include 
cartoons. The campaign, the second-largest in the company’s history, also gives 
Coke a strategic opportunity to spotlight its 7.5- and 8-ounce glass and aluminum 
bottles.333

In 2014 PepsiCo launched “Drinkfinity” in Brazil, a “personal hydration system” 
that consists of reusable drink bottles that can be flavored with a “pod” consisting of 
flavors, aromas, and other ingredients.334 Upon its launch, the president of PepsiCo’s 
global beverage group asserted that the creation of Drinkfinity “truly connects with 
consumers’ desires for greater choice and personalization, and it dovetails with our 
goals to not only give consumers many fantastic beverage brands to choose from, but 
also the ability to choose the way they consume them both in and out of the 
home.”335 The system is positioned, in part, to address consumer concerns about the 
environmental impact of plastic bottles while maximizing PepsiCo’s bottom line. 

Although only currently available in Brazil, it will 
be coming soon to more countries.336 Pepsi also is 
working with SodaStream to provide in-home 
soda. 

Meanwhile, Coca-Cola has started selling Coke 
products by means of an in-home countertop-soda 
machine made by Keurig—Coke’s latest attempt to 
put its cola within what it has long called an “arm’s 
reach of desire.”337 

Attractive packaging also remains a key venue 
for product advertising. In many low-income 
communities, low literacy rates and a lack of 
access to television mean that packaging plays an 
outsized role in marketing.338 Containers with 

bright colors, cartoon or celebrity characters, or offers of free gifts or games on the 
product packaging are common. Numerous studies show that a product’s packaging 
contributes to children’s purchasing decisions, as well as influences the decisions that 
parents make for their children.

The global “Share a Coke” campaign is a quintessential example of the way in which 
companies are personalizing campaigns; structuring them as shareable experiences to 
get people, especially children, to feel closer to their products; and using packaging 
creatively. Thus, personalized 12-ounce Coke cans sporting more than 300 different 
names—including “Mom” and “Dad”—blanketed Mexico from July through 
October of 2014. Coca-Cola FEMSA subsequently launched “Share a Coke” 
campaigns in Brazil, Argentina, Colombia, Costa Rica, Nicaragua, Guatemala, 
Panama, and the Philippines.339 

Children 5–10 are a marketing target 
of Pepsi, as here in the Philippines. 
Pepsigla means Pepsi-joy.
Source: www.pepsiphilippines.com/news-arti-
cle.php?id=101.

http://www.pepsiphilippines.com/news-article.php?id=101
http://www.pepsiphilippines.com/news-article.php?id=101
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globally, which helped boost the volume of drinks consumed 
immediately by 5 percent.347,348 In 2014 Coca-Cola FEMSA 
reported that it had installed an additional 68,000 coolers 
in its territory, especially in Brazil, Central America, and 
Colombia.349 

To keep cold drinks in front of people wherever they go, 
companies turn to vending machines. The king of vending, 
of course, is Coca-Cola. Coke products are sold from 10 
million machines worldwide.350

Fast-food Restaurants

Partnerships with global fast-food chains are a major way 
that SSB manufacturers reach children (and others). Most 
significantly, Coca-Cola and McDonald’s have been central 
to each other’s success, helping each other expand and grow 

around the world since 1955. McDonald’s is Coca-
Cola’s largest customer, and the two companies 
maintain what has been described as a “unique, 
symbiotic relationship.”351 Coca-Cola views 
McDonald’s as so critical to its operations that it is 
the only customer that has its own division. Headed 
by Javier Goizueta, the son of a former Coke CEO, 
the McDonald’s Division is responsible for “building 
the strategies alliance with McDonald’s in over 
31,000 restaurants and over 100 countries.”352

Bundling kids meals with Coca-Cola products has 
been an important part of the relationship between 
Coca-Cola and McDonald’s. It was Coca-Cola that, 
in 1993, recommended that McDonald’s bundle 
burgers, fries, and a Coke during a promotion for 
the movie “Jurassic Park,” thereby creating the 
first “Extra Value Meal.”353 But in 2013, following 

prodding by the Center for Science in the Public Interest, McDonald’s pledged 
that it would stop listing soda as a beverage option with its Happy Meals and only 
promote water, milk, and juice (though parents could still order a soft drink). The 
pledge, however, only covered McDonald’s 20 largest markets354 and not all of the 
119 countries in which it operates.355 Consequently, children in many emerging 
markets around the world will still be subject to the bundling of Coca-Cola products 
with their Happy Meals while their counterparts in the United States and 19 other 
countries will not.

KFC India offers this “group” meal. PepsiCo also expands its 
presence and boosts sales to youths by collaborating with fast-
food companies, including Burger King. The link between PepsiCo 
and Burger King is publicized to youth in a variety of social media, 
including Twitter.
Source: Pepsi and Burger King advertising together https://twitter.com/pepsi_sa.

Scene at an RT-Mart supermarket in Xinhua, China.
Source: Sanwuisusp, Wikimedia.

https://twitter.com/pepsi_sa
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Public Relations

Sports Sponsorship

SSB producers sponsor every kind of sports event—from major 
international events like the FIFA World Cup to local youth 
teams—in an effort to associate their products with healthy 
living. 

Coca-Cola sponsors the Olympics, the FIFA World Cup, 
Formula 1, and Moto GP. Coca-Cola’s bottling partner HBC, 
which operates in 28 countries stretching from Nigeria to 
Russia, launched its promotional activities around the Sochi 
Winter Olympics in November 2013, at the start of the global 
Coca-Cola Olympic Torch Relay.356 HBC used the global 
sponsorship to generate 76,000 store displays featuring the relay, 
105,000 displays featuring the Olympics Polar Bears, and almost 
200,000 displays using 1.5 million Olympic glasses and 81,000 
collectible cans.357 

Coca-Cola has been a partner of the Special Olympics since 
1968 and supports the organization through product sales, 
donations, services, and equipment. Other partners include 
the toymaker Mattel and toy retailer Toys “R” Us. The Special 
Olympics advertises the partnership on its website, and 
Coca-Cola has aired television commercials celebrating its 
partnership with the Special Olympics.362

The Olympics itself, of course, has been a prime marketing 
opportunity for beverage companies (see Celebrity 
Endorsements), and Coca-Cola has been a prime sponsor since 
1928.363 But the companies are also involved at the grass-roots 
level with local sports teams. In 2014, Coca-Cola HBC, the 
multinational bottler, launched an “active lifestyles” program 
designed to engage 6.7 million people by 2020. One of the 
programs includes “Coca-Cola Wake Your Body,” a lifestyle 
program that incorporates sports and physical activity events. 
The program is designed to target the “broadest participation possible in terms of 
age, gender, physical fitness, and ability.”364 

In India, Coca-Cola has successfully integrated itself in the immensely popular 
worlds of cricket and football and has sometimes clearly targeted children. Coca-
Cola Under 16 Cricket is a program open to all young cricketers age 12–16.365 Many 
hopeful young cricket players first participate in the Coca-Cola Inter-State 
Challenge, a tournament at the end of which 20 of the most talented players are 
selected to attend a coaching clinic taught by prominent Indian former cricketers. At 
the end of the clinic, the final team is selected to play in a tournament against a team 
from another cricket-playing nation. Though not as prominent in India as Coke, 

As this demonstration in Times Square, New York, 
suggests, Coca-Cola’s sponsorship of the 2014 Winter 
Olympics in Russia was controversial.
Source: http://www.huffingtonpost.co.uk/2013/08/29/russia-gay-
coke_n_3838633.html.

Girls at a school in West Bengal, India, supported by 
Coke’s philanthro-marketing program, Support My 
School.

http://www.huffingtonpost.co.uk/2013/08/29/russia-gay-coke_n_3838633.html
http://www.huffingtonpost.co.uk/2013/08/29/russia-gay-coke_n_3838633.html
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PepsiCo also reaches out to youth with images of young cricket players and a tag 
that invites consumer interaction with the brand, “when life gives you a moment, do 
you live it or leave it? Tell us how you #Liveitabhi.”

Coca-Cola India’s Anandana Foundation encourages exercise as the primary 
way to stay in shape.
Source: NYU SeedProgram.

The Coca-Cola polar bear was depict-
ed in this 1995 ad wearing a soccer 
shirt to support Brazil’s national team.

Coke’s 2014 World Cup Sponsorship Goes “Glocal” and Personal
Coca-Cola’s sponsorship of the FIFA 2014 Football World Cup in Brazil, which it said was its largest-
ever marketing program, brought both the World Cup and the Coca-Cola brand to 175 countries.358  
Expansive marketing efforts included the following:

• World Cup Trophy Tour by Coca-Cola. The Trophy Tour traveled to 89 countries; promotions 
allowed customers to win tickets to games.

• Coca-Cola Anthem. The original anthem featured a Brazilian-American singer, David Correy, 
and a Brazilian percussion group, Monobloco. Other versions featured other musicians and 
translations in 22 languages, thereby weaving global with local.

• Happiness Flag. Coke drinkers submitted photos that were made into a 3,015-square-meter 
(32,450-square-foot) Happiness Flag. The flag, said to be composed of 220,000 photos359 of fans 
in 207 countries, was unveiled before an audience estimated at more than one billion people.360  

• Coca-Cola Collector Mini Bottles. In Brazil, Coca-Cola produced a collectors’ series of 20 mini 
bottles, 18 featuring the flags of countries that have hosted the World Cup. For fans around the 
globe, Coke developed an app that allowed users to create photo avatars and messages that 
were embedded in the mini bottles.

• Other Digital and Social Media included an online film, a World Cup-themed documentary, and 
a Coca-Cola micro-site that launched a Tumblr interactive timeline of World Cup videos and 
photos featuring Coca-Cola.361 
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Not only is sports sponsorship by soda companies harmful because it is an effective 
means of advertising to children, but it also suggests that drinking soda contributes 
to athletic success. At the very least, it sends children contradictory messages about 
what actually constitutes a healthy lifestyle—exaggerating the role of exercise and 
ignoring the importance of a healthy diet—despite the fact that diet and not lack of 
exercise is the major cause of obesity. Children in particular need nutrient-rich diets 
to facilitate proper physical growth and mental development.  

Philanthro-Marketing

Like the tobacco and oil industries, Coca-Cola 
and Pepsi invest heavily in corporate social 
responsibility campaigns. After all, such activities 
can both contribute to communities or protect 
the environment, as well as gain popular support, 
increase sales, and may even fend off regulation.366 
Many, if not all, of the SSB industry’s philanthropic 
endeavors not only indirectly help their bottom line 
through good PR, but directly help their bottom line through boosting sales.

Since 2005, for example, Coca-Cola has conducted 286 community water 
projects in 94 countries, working with local governments and other groups.368 In 
2012 Coca-Cola began a partnership with the Peace Corps and the U.S. Agency 
for International Development (USAID) that focuses on water development, 
conservation, and sanitation. Teaching materials about water conservation, 
sanitation, and hygiene have been distributed in 20 countries, and many clean water 
projects have been established.369

In Ethiopia, with its Replenish Africa Initiative, Coca-Cola has spent about 
$430,000 to support water-supply improvement, sanitation, and health in schools 
and households and to empower women through water-related economic activities. 
One of the Coca-Cola plants even shares its water with the community through 
an external collection point. According to Kevin Balogun of the Nigerian Coca-
Cola franchise,370 “The beauty of this type of inclusive business model is that it 
makes sense for both business and development reasons.”371 Notably, Coca-Cola is a 
significant user of the clean water resources in developing countries372 and has faced 
heated accusations of severe water depletion in many of them. Coca-Cola’s water 
conservation activities are a good example of how 
a company can “burnish [its] public image” and 
“improv[e] the overall business climate,” as well as 
do bona fide good deeds.373

The SSB industry has also mounted women’s 
empowerment initiatives, which come in all shapes 
and sizes. However, some of the programs are 
directly tied to increasing SSB sales. As one example, 
in India, Coca-Cola has deployed 1,500 solar coolers 

The suggestion that our community philanthropic 
efforts are motivated by something other than 
goodwill is grossly inaccurate.367 

Coca-Cola spokesman

In fact, not only have we joined with America's food 
and beverage industry to promote moderation and 
healthy eating across the United States, we are doing 
this globally.

Ed Hays, Chief Technical Officer
The Coca-Cola Co.
Coca-Cola Journey, Aug. 10, 2015

http://www.coca-colacompany.com/coca-cola-unbottled-old/coca-cola-joins-americas-beverage-companies-and-the-alliance-for-a-healthier-generation-in-landmark-partnership-to-promote-healthy-lifestyles
http://www.coca-colacompany.com/coca-cola-unbottled-old/coca-cola-joins-americas-beverage-companies-and-the-alliance-for-a-healthier-generation-in-landmark-partnership-to-promote-healthy-lifestyles
http://www.coca-colacompany.com/coca-cola-unbottled-old/coca-cola-joins-americas-beverage-companies-and-the-alliance-for-a-healthier-generation-in-landmark-partnership-to-promote-healthy-lifestyles
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in retail outlets owned by women with the clear goal of selling more Coke.374 In 
2014, Coca-Cola gave $2 million to programs that support girls and women, up 
from $1.67 million in 2013. The Coca-Cola Foundation’s media release explained, 
“We know that empowering women to be entrepreneurs and leaders yields dividends 
of community growth, prosperity, and sustainability.” Coca-Cola India’s CEO, 
Venkatesh Kini, perhaps explained its women’s empowerment initiatives more 
candidly, “A lot of our products get consumed at home where women are the 
decision makers.”375

While philanthro-marketing projects certainly help some people in low- and middle-
income countries, they certainly also win the political connections and public and 
private goodwill that provides strong protection from criticism and regulation. 
Those charitable acts come with a hefty price tag in terms of a nation’s health, and 
underlying each act is the company’s bottom line. No matter how much good these 
programs may do, at bottom they are done more for marketing than philanthropic 
purposes.376
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The Public Health Response

Industry Self-Regulation
In response to increasing public concerns and calls for regulatory interventions, 
Coca-Cola and Pepsi have adopted voluntary agreements pledging to advertise and 
sell responsibly to children in order to fend off legislation. Notably, industries that 
market controversial products, such as tobacco and alcoholic beverages, have a long 
history of such voluntary pledges. And, to date, in most countries voluntary self-
regulation remains the dominant response to the public health risks posed by sugar 
drinks, too. Voluntary standards are largely industry developed, implemented, and 
monitored. 

Voluntary self-regulation eliminates pressure and the potential for negative publicity 
that could result from external monitoring and violations of legal standards, as well 
as penalties for violating such standards. At the same time, self-regulation gives 
industry a plausible basis on which to claim that it is protecting 
public health. However, Derek Yach, a former executive director at 
the WHO and also a former head of global health at PepsiCo, has 
acknowledged “failed corporate pledges to address marketing and 
sales of full-calorie soda to children in several countries.”377 Both Pepsi 
and Coke have adopted global policies on responsible advertising to 
children. They have pledged not to advertise sugar drinks in media 
with audiences that consist of 35 percent or more children under the 
age of 12.378,379 PepsiCo has pledged to advertise to children under 
12 only those products that meet the company’s Global Nutrition 
Criteria.380 However, Pepsi excludes beverages from those criteria, 
indicating that they continue to be covered by looser guidelines 
developed by the International Council of Beverages Association 
(ICBA).381 

Both Coke and Pepsi have developed global policies on the sale of 
beverages in schools. Coke’s policy is the weaker. While it will not 
offer its beverages in primary schools (unless requested to do so by 
parents and caregivers or school authorities), Coke offers its full 
range of beverages for sale in secondary schools.382 Pepsi will sell 
water, non-fat or low-fat milk, and fruit juice in primary schools, 
as well as locally relevant and accepted beverages such as nectars or 
coconut water. However, Pepsi applies the same policy to secondary 
schools as it does to primary schools,383 meaning that it reaches 
children up to age 18 and has a far greater impact than Coke’s 
policy.

The limited effectiveness of voluntary marketing standards is 
due to many factors. Industry pledges are restricted to young 
children (under the age of 12 or 14), and voluntary restraints may 

Ad for Coca-Cola’s PowerAde at a Cape Town, 
South Africa, primary school.
Source: Brian Cook.

School in Yitic, Mexico.
Source: María Verza, The “Coca-Colization” of Mexico, the Spark 
of Obesity, Periodismo Humano.

http://periodismohumano.com/


C a r b o n at i n g  t h e  W o r l d

50

be confined to certain media, such as print, broadcast, and the Internet, thereby 
omitting endorsements by athletes and celebrities, kid-friendly packaging, and 
product placements in movies or on television. Furthermore, voluntary agreements 
may exempt corporate brand-equity characters,384,385 allowing such characters as 
Coke’s famous polar bears to appear in marketing. The use of celebrities, toys, and 
sponsorships may be similarly unregulated. Finally, companies may opt in and out of 
the pledges at will since they are not binding.386 

Even seemingly firm age standards can be artfully circumvented. For instance, 
members of the ICBA promise not to advertise to children under 12, but the 
standard does not apply when young children make up under 50 percent of an 
audience.387 A similar group, the International Food and Beverage Alliance (IFBA), 
set up a similar self-regulatory program, which also used the 50-percent-of-
audience standard for not advertising to kids. In fact, most media, even children’s 
TV programs, don’t have that many young viewers. Marlene Schwartz, of the 
UConn Rudd Center for Food Policy and Obesity, told the authors that the 50 
percent standard is “ridiculously high.” She noted that, at least in 2010 in the 
United States, half of food and beverage ads viewed by children appeared during 
programming with a child-audience share of less than 35 percent, let alone 50 
percent.388 Indeed, none of the top ten child-targeting websites qualify as child-
directed, including Disney Channel and CartoonNetwork.com.389 None of the 
most popular child-targeted advergames quality as “child-directed” either, including 
McDonald’s HappyMeal.com.390 Moreover, most children watch TV shows (or see 
other marketing efforts) that are not directed specifically at them, and so, by airing 
advertisements that appeal to children during non-child programming, beverage 
companies still reach kids.

Another loophole is that the nutrition criteria established for products marketed to 
children, such as PepsiCo’s corporate policy, only apply to the specific product being 
advertised. That is problematic because many marketing efforts are not aimed at 
selling an individual product, but rather at building brand recognition and brand 
loyalty from an early age.391 For example, a brand logo might be on a school vending 
machine that only sells only healthier products, but when children go to the grocery 
store, they will see unhealthy products with the same logo.392 

Beyond their own independent “self-regulation,” both Coca-Cola and PepsiCo say 
they adhere to voluntary agreements at the national and international levels, but 
monitoring and enforcing such agreements is tough, especially in LMIC. However, 
industry advocates contend that “[t]he value of self-regulation is especially great in 
countries with weak to absent government regulatory capacity”393—essentially, self-
regulation is better than no regulation.

National-level voluntary pledges can be equally toothless.394 For example, both Pepsi 
and Coca-Cola have endorsed the India Pledge, which bars advertising for foods that 
do not meet unspecified nutrition criteria in media with audiences of 50 percent or 
more children under 12. That almost-worthless standard is far looser than either 
Coca-Cola’s or Pepsi’s corporate pledges.395 Signatories also commit not to place any 
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communication related to unhealthy products in primary schools unless the school 
administration either specifically requests or agrees with the communication.396 
Given the pervasive advertising, promotions, and sponsorships in India, the 
commitment to that pledge is dubious. 

In India, as noted above, Coca-Cola sponsors the Coca-
Cola Cup cricket tournament and the Support My School 
campaign.397 PepsiCo’s Get Active program encourages 
physical activity,398 as well as Project Asha, which educates 
girls and women about nutrition.399 As Nandita Murukutla 
of the World Lung Foundation in Delhi has noted 
sarcastically, “The whole commitment not to advertise to 
children under 12 is just so scurrilous. When Pepsi sponsors 
the Indian Premier League [cricket], I suppose their target 
audience is the adults.”400

In India, Coke and Pepsi use professional cricket players 
attractive to young boys, glamorous Bollywood stars 
attractive to young girls, and the latest pop music sensations 
to promote their brands.401 Moreover, both companies 
sponsor contests and award prizes that play on every child’s 
dream of becoming like the celebrities endorsing the 
brands.402

Coke and Pepsi also adhere to guidelines adopted by the Advertising Standards 
Council of India (ASCI), another self-regulatory organization that purports to fill 
regulatory gaps and aims to fend off governmental oversight of advertising.403,404 
With respect to marketing SSBs to children, ASCI’s guidelines say only: 
“Advertisement should not undermine the role of parental care and guidance in 
ensuring proper food choices are made by children.”405 While the ASCI monitors ads 
itself, it also relies heavily on consumers to lodge complaints. However, there is low 
consumer awareness of the ASCI.406 

In 2009, in Mexico, like in India, industry created ineffective voluntary standards 
called the PABI Code.407 Today, 34 companies, 
including Coca-Cola, PepsiCo, Kellogg, and Nestle, 
are parties to the code, which ostensibly establishes 
principles, regulations, and verifications to regulate 
the marketing of foods and beverages sold to 
children.408 But the code is weak, and its 
implementation almost non-existent. As Alianza por 
la Salud Alimentaria documented, the Code does 
not even establish nutrition criteria for products that 
may be advertised.409,410 The code also allows 
companies to use marketing strategies that 
particularly appeal to children, such as gifts and 
contests. Moreover, aside from television, its primary 

Ad for 7UP, distributed in India by PepsiCo, uses a cartoon 
character (this image is from a non-PepsiCo website).
Source: http://www.imagekb.com/7up-website. 

To the best of our knowledge, the Chinese 
government has not specifically made any policy and 
regulation to deal with SSBs so far. The latest Dietary 
Guidelines for Chinese (2011) by the Chinese Nutrition 
Society just mentioned that children should drink less 
SSBs, but more water, without specifying quantity of 
drinks. 

Professor Xu Lin, Institute for Nutritional Sciences, 
Shanghai Institute for Biological Sciences, 
Chinese Academy of Sciences

http://www.imagekb.com/7up-website
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focus, the code is ambiguous about which media it covers.411 Lastly, there are no 
serious sanctions for violating the code. CONAR, the institution that supervises 
compliance, cannot even publicize a violation of the Code until a company’s second 

violation.412 

In response to criticisms of the PABI Code, in 
2010 the food and beverage industry entered 
into a voluntary agreement (ANSA) with the 
Mexican government. However, that, too, 
proved to be ineffective. ANSA included 10 
highly general recommendations, including 
commitments to reformulate products and 
restrict marketing to children. El Poder del 
Consumidor (Consumer Power), a nonprofit 
organization, found that neither the Mexican 
government nor industry complied with even 
ANSA’s limited obligations. 

Studies have documented the failure of 
voluntary approaches in Mexico. In a 2013 
national Alianza survey, 77 percent of parents 
of children aged six to 16 said that their 

children’s schools allowed the sale of junk food, including SSBs.413 In another 
Alianza survey, 38 percent of parents reported that junk-food advertising was allowed 
in their children’s schools, with 46 percent of the ads being for SSBs.414 In addition, 
a National Institute of Public Health study found that junk-food advertising was 
present in 25 percent of schools, of which 68 percent was for SSBs.415 

The sheer ineffectiveness of voluntary measures led El Poder to advocate for binding 
legislation controlling advertising in a 2014 regulation to the General Health 
Law that was adopted in conjunction with a national decree on overweight and 
obesity.416,417 But the SSB industry’s support for weak voluntary initiatives effectively 
delayed the adoption of legislation and the protection of public health in Mexico for 
years. 

Occasional voluntary agreements have been effective, at least in high-income 
countries with the political will to monitor industry conduct. One prominent 
example is the U.S. School Beverage Guidelines.418 In 2006, the Alliance for a 
Healthier Generation, a partnership between the William J. Clinton Foundation and 
the American Heart Association, worked with the soda industry’s trade association, 
the American Beverage Association, on the guidelines. The guidelines, which came 
on the heels of bans on soda in schools in California and other states and cities, 
limited portion sizes and set standards for the nutrient content of beverages, with 
the strongest restrictions in elementary and middle schools. Though the agreement 
omitted sports drinks (which have about half the calorie content of regular soft 
drinks), the industry did, in fact, remove sugar drinks from virtually all schools.419 

Coca-Cola marketing in high school canteen in Santiago, Chile.
Photo by Municipality of Santiago, Chile.
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(The companies were spurred to act, in part, by their desire to avoid an imminent 
lawsuit by the Center for Science in the Public Interest and others, with whom they 
were negotiating, for marketing sugar drinks in schools.) 

Legislative Strategies
As evidence has mounted on the harmfulness of SSBs and the ineffectiveness 
of voluntary reforms, advocates and policymakers have increasingly called for 
regulatory actions to protect the public. There is wide consensus, based upon 
research and practice, on the effectiveness of regulatory approaches to discourage 
excessive consumption of unhealthy beverages and foods.420,421 Laws and regulations, 
backed by monitoring and enforcement, are necessary to protect the public health. 
However, while some countries have begun to address the impact of SSBs on public 
health, few countries have implemented legislation or regulation. 

Latin America is an exception, with several countries trying to rein in soda and junk-
food consumption. The Wall Street Journal has observed that:

Latin America is becoming a laboratory for public policies meant to steer 
consumers away from processed food. Since 2012, Peru, Uruguay and 
Costa Rica have banned junk food from public schools. Ecuador recently 
mandated a nutritional label system inspired by a traffic light....Industrial 
food makers in Ecuador will also be barred from using images of animal 
characters, cartoon personalities, or celebrities to promote products high 
in salt, sugar or fat.422

The Appendix to this report (available at www.cspi.net/carbonating-appendix) 
details some of the measures undertaken by Latin American countries to discourage 
excessive consumption of unhealthy foods. 

Progress in other countries has been much slower 
or non-existent. China, for example, has recognized 
obesity as a major public health challenge, but 
has yet to introduce any meaningful regulatory or 
other public policy initiatives to discourage SSB 
consumption.423 According to author and food 
activist Raj Patel, “neither Asia nor Africa is taking 
the problem seriously.”424 In India, despite efforts 
of civil society to bring attention and action to this 
issue, governments have yet to introduce any significant regulatory programs. 

Even where regulatory standards do exist, monitoring and evaluation may be major 
concerns. In Brazil, for example, the government has carried out strong evaluations 
for many national welfare programs, but no significant evaluation system has been 
established for obesity-related initiatives in schools.425 Mauricio Hernandez-Avila, 
the Director-General of Mexico’s National Institute of Public Health, believes that 
the lack of effective evaluation studies is a critical drawback of recent legislative 

School-based Restrictions
Uruguay prohibits all junk-food and SSB advertising 
in schools, including posters, billboards, logos on 
school supplies, sponsorships, distribution of prizes, 
and free samples on school premises.433

http://www.cspi.net/carbonating-appendix
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initiatives.426 Overall, the absence of effective evaluations of existing programs is a 
major gap in obesity policy worldwide. 

In a comprehensive national program to reduce SSB consumption, different types of 
regulatory strategies can be employed. The following approaches have been adopted 
in some countries, and they are often opposed vigorously by industry. 

Restrictions on Marketing and Advertising

SSB producers invest heavily in sophisticated marketing campaigns to encourage 
people, including youths, to drink their sugary potions, but only a few countries (at 
any level of development) are curbing advertising.427 South Korea, in addition to 
restricting TV advertising to children under 18, has prohibited Internet advertising 
that includes incentives, such as free toys. In 2013, Uruguay banned the advertising 
and marketing of foods and drinks that do not meet certain nutrition standards. 
Iran has prohibited all broadcast advertising of SSBs since 2004. And in 2013 
Peru adopted a law designed to discourage unhealthy diets, including warnings in 
advertising for foods high in saturated fat, added sugars, or salt or containing trans 
fats.

Packaging, Labeling, and Health Warnings

Several countries have required food labels to highlight a high content of added 
sugars, saturated fat, or sodium. Sugar drinks may not look so appetizing when they 
have a big “high in sugar” label, as in Ecuador (see illustration). Chile has adopted 
a similar system, but it had not yet taken effect in mid-2015. A different approach, 
used at least by some manufacturers and supermarkets in the United States, uses 
“better for you” symbols on food labels. Research is needed on whether, or which of, 
these new labeling schemes improve purchasing patterns or health.428

Countries’ efforts to introduce mandatory labeling programs could possibly be 
challenged in the World Trade Organization as a violation of the WTO’s Technical 
Barriers to Trade (TBT) Agreement. The TBT Agreement aims to prevent countries’ 
regulations and standards from impeding trade. To pass muster, regulations must not 

be more trade restrictive than necessary to achieve their health objective. 
Different nutrition labeling schemes in different countries arguably might 
impede trade, because they could require exporters to use specific labels 
to meet importing countries’ requirements. Recently, the United States, 
Mexico, and several other countries raised questions in the WTO’s TBT 
Committee about—but did not formally challenge—Chile’s mandatory 
labeling scheme to counter the obesity epidemic.429,430 (Chile has not 
bowed to the pressure to adopt a weaker measure, such as education 
campaigns.) 

Opponents of labeling and other strategies for reducing SSB consumption 
might also try to invoke bilateral and regional trade agreements. In Asia, 
there are various regulations on nutrition labeling, and industry has 

Food labels in Ecuador highlight a high or low 
content of key nutrients.
Source: Rebecca Kanter.
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argued that such variations in labeling constitute an illegal trade barrier. In Malaysia, 
for example, nutrition labeling is mandatory on soft drinks, but in other countries, 
such as Singapore, labels are only required if a product bears a nutrition claim.431 The 
food industry has supported weaker, voluntary initiatives at the regional level.432

Taxation 

Governments have long used taxation to discourage consumption of unhealthy 
products—especially tobacco and alcoholic beverages. As an interim WHO report 
stated, 

The rationale for and effectiveness of taxation measures to influence 
consumption are well-supported by the available evidence. The available 
evidence makes a case for applying this approach to products such as 
sugar-sweetened non-alcoholic beverages and energy-dense, nutrient-
poor foods.434 

Today, many countries at all levels of development 
impose taxes to discourage consumption of alcohol 
and tobacco products, and similar results could 
be achieved with soda taxes. Several countries, 
including Mexico, Samoa, Finland, and French 
Polynesia, have imposed SSB taxes.435 Taxes may 
also be levied at the local level. For example, in its 
2013/2014 budget, India’s Punjab region increased 
the value-added tax (VAT) on soft drinks from 
13 percent to 20.5 percent.436

In 2013 Mexico adopted an excise tax on SSBs of 
one peso (about eight U.S. cents) per liter. Mexico’s 
National Institute of Public Health found that that 
resulted in a 10 percent decline in SSB consumption 
during the first three months of 2014, compared with the same period the previous 
year, and a second study suggested that the tax reduced consumption by 6 percent in 
its first year.437 Consumption among the lowest socioeconomic group declined by an 
impressive 17 percent by the end of 2014.438 The research also reported a 7 percent 
rise in purchases of untaxed beverages, such as bottled water and milk.439 Whatever 
the exact reduction, the Center for Studies on Public Financing notes that the 
decreased consumption won’t stop Mexico from being one of the hottest markets for 
SSBs (176.2 liters produced per capita), seven times the global average (22 liters).440

Of course, as Hernandez-Avila has noted, a higher tax would have led to greater 
reductions in consumption and greater revenues. Also, he and other health advocates 
were disappointed that the tax revenues were not automatically applied to obesity 
control or to expand access to potable water, though some of the revenues are being 
used in that way.441 

Middle- and lower-income countries need to focus 
on preventing chronic diseases so that health-
care costs don’t eat up their national budgets….
Excise taxes, restrictions on marketing to children 
(including on television, at schools, and through 
other channels), warning labels, and public education 
campaigns are important measures that should be 
considered by governments that want to curb sugary 
drink consumption and its health and economic 
consequences. 

Professor Frank Chaloupka, University of Illinois  
at Chicago
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Chile, one of the world’s top consumers of sugar-sweetened drinks,441a adopted a 
soda tax in 2015, and Brazil, Colombia, and Peru are considering taxes.441b On the 
other side of the world, Suahasil Nazara, Indonesia’s top finance official, has asked 
whether sugar drinks constitute a health threat, and Iskan Qolba Lubis, a member 
of parliament, who has advocated a tax, said, “This is to keep our people healthy.”441c 
And India has been considering a tax rate as high as 40 percent.441d

Industry Opposition

Industry works hard to fend off legislation. According to Barry Popkin, a professor 
at the University of North Carolina who has worked with foreign governments on 
soft-drink policies, “Governments see the rising tsunami of obesity flooding over 
their countries, but as soon as they put up serious policies to create healthier food 
environments, they get hammered by the food industry.”442 As Bill Wiist and others 
have observed, the industry uses a variety of tactics—a “corporate playbook”—

similar to those used by the tobacco industry to block legislation. 
Such tactics include influencing political debates and legislators, 
using scientists and science funding to raise doubts about 
harm,443 using public relations firms to form coalitions, arguing 
that corporate products create jobs, and hiring top health 
professionals.444 

A common industry tactic is to cast doubt on the science base. 
David Stuckler, a professor at the University of Oxford, says that 
the SSB industry uses tobacco-industry-like tactics to divert the 
agenda and bias the science.445 For example, a 2013 systematic 
review found that industry-funded studies on the relationship 
between SSBs and weight gain or obesity were “five times more 
likely to present a conclusion of no positive association” than 
independently funded studies.446

Companies push back hard when countries try to regulate SSBs.447 Such efforts 
include everything from advocating weak voluntary guidelines, as in Mexico, to 
infiltrating committees established by courts, as in India. Likewise, a 2013 Brazilian 
law restricting the marketing of unhealthy food and beverages to children was struck 
down by the attorney general under pressure from industry, which argued that the 
law was unconstitutional.448

Mexico has been a major battleground for SSB lobbyists. For example, in August 
2010 the Ministries of Education and Health published binding regulations to 
govern the sale of food and beverages in schools.449 According to the Alianza por 
la Salud Alimentaria, the original guidelines were considerably watered down two 
weeks after being published because of industry pressure. In particular, the guidelines 
changed from having a detailed list banning certain foods and beverages in schools, 
to laying out a series of conditions that processed products, including SSBs, should 
have.450 In some cases, the SSB industry was able to skirt the restrictions simply by 

Source: Excerpt of cartoon in The New York Times, Aug. 16, 2015.
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changing the sizes of the packaging.451 

Industry also battled Mexico’s efforts to tax sugar drinks. The television duopoly 
refused to carry ads from the civil society alliance favoring the soda tax. That 
forced the Alianza to run their campaign on cable TV and select radio stations, and 
proclaiming on digital media, “See the ads Televisa and TV Azteca don’t want you 
to see. What’s more important: public health or the soda industry’s interests?” The 
summer prior to the soda tax debate, the Alianza (with support from Bloomberg 
Philanthropies) had run a smaller mass-media 
campaign on billboards, buses, and radio asking, 
“Would you eat 12 spoonfuls of sugar? Why do you 
drink soda?” and “Soda is sweet. Diabetes isn’t.”452 

Alejandro Calvillo, director of Poder, says that 
corporations have fought especially hard against 
legislation in Mexico, because a Mexican law 
could create a precedent for other Latin American 
countries. “Their fear is not the economic impact, 
nor the loss of jobs; that doesn’t interest them. What 
interests them is how this could affect the region.”453

In addition, at the global as well as the national 
level, the industry may employ prominent public 
health experts to promote their policies. In one such 
case, PepsiCo hired Derek Yach, the former WHO 
official, to oversee the company’s global health 
activities.454 During Yach’s tenure, PepsiCo continued 
to emphasize self-regulation and public-private 
partnerships, but it may be too much to expect one 
new official to quickly change a huge corporation’s long-standing policies.455 

The Role of Civil Society

Civil society nonprofit organizations typically play a leadership role in demanding 
policy reforms, including restrictions on SSBs. According to food activist Raj Patel, 
“citizen activism is driving policy” in countries such as Mexico, Brazil, and India.456 
Patel has observed that citizen activism is directly linked to policy innovation, and 
neither exists in Africa and Asia.457 Author and activist Amit Srivastava adds:

The efforts in India to restrict and regulate junk food—so that we do not 
go down the road of obesity as a public health epidemic such as in the 
United States—are just beginning, and we can expect more interference 
from the junk-food companies on our food, nutrition, and public health 
policies….Groups in India are beginning to make alliances…to stop the 
power and influence of junk food companies to get us hooked on their 
products. 458 

Alejandro Calvillo, director of El Poder del Consumidor, campaigns 
in Mexico City for public policies to reduce consumption of sugar 
drinks.
Source: El Poder del Consumidor.
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While civil society organizations are usually hampered by limited funding and lack 
of political connections, they can employ a wide variety of tactics, fueled by limitless 
imagination, to publicize problems and create a climate that inspires legislators and 
governments to tackle big problems.
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Conclusions and Recommendations
Soft-drink companies are betting billions of dollars annually that they can increase 
sales in low- and middle-income countries throughout the world. Governments 
worldwide have taken only limited steps to regulate the industry. Temo Waqanivalu, 
a team leader in the Prevention of Noncommunicable Diseases Department at 
the WHO, said, “Few countries, especially low-income ones, have recognized the 
enormous health harm that soft drinks will cause as consumption increases. The 
economic costs due to obesity and diabetes will dwarf the economic benefits from 
soda sales.”459 And the WHO’s Francesco Branca emphasizes that “making policy 
changes to support this will be key if countries are to live up to their commitments 
to reduce the burden of noncommunicable diseases.”460 

In 2010 the World Health Assembly of the WHO adopted a broad set of 
recommendations to countries around the world to reduce the marketing of foods 
and non-alcoholic beverages high in added sugars, fat, or salt directed at children. 
The WHO now needs to press countries to implement those recommendations461 
and promote the adoption and implementation of more concrete standards.

With a beverage industry that can wine and dine officials, and promise finance 
ministers that their investments will create much-needed jobs and boost incomes, 
there seems to be little political will in most countries to take the deliberate actions 
that are needed to counter the health impact of sugar drinks and protect present and 
future populations. Public health measures are most needed in countries where SSB 
consumption is already high. But discouraging increases in low-consuming countries 
would also be smart policy to prevent future SSB-related problems.

Countries should:
• Make improved nutrition (regarding SSBs and other parts of the diet) a top 

priority, especially in light of the global obesity and chronic-disease epidemics. 
Health ministries should work with other relevant ministries (including 
education, taxation, agriculture, justice, and trade), as well as with civil society 
organizations.

• Mount well-funded, mass-media, dietary-change campaigns, especially among 
parents, children, and health-care providers, to discourage consumption of sugar 
drinks (and other unhealthy foods). 

• Protect children by barring the advertising and sale of sugar drinks (and other 
unhealthy foods) in schools and barring advertisements for sugar drinks in all 
media directed at children, including television, Internet sites, signage in and 
around schools, text messages and other mobile media, and magazines.

• Bar or limit sugar drinks (and other unhealthy foods) on the government’s own 
property, such as schools, office buildings, prisons, and parks.462 Government 
facilities should set an example for healthy eating and can take action without 
legislation and with minimal industry opposition.
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• Levy excise taxes on sugar drinks that would boost prices by at least 10 to 20 
percent. The revenues from the taxes should be used to educate the public, 
especially children, about the harm that heavy consumption of sugar drinks can 
cause, as well as sponsor health initiatives and subsidies for healthful foods.

• Require a cautionary statement on labels for foods high in added sugars (or 
sodium or saturated fat). Ecuador’s new food labels highlight the high (“alto”) or 
low (“bajo”) content of sugar (“azúcar”) and other nutrients. Chile’s new law will 
only require labels to have a warning when the calorie, sodium, sugar, or saturated 
fat content is high.463

• Require warning labels on SSB containers, as has been proposed in California 
and New York State. The New York proposal would require a notice stating: 
“SAFETY WARNING: DRINKING BEVERAGES WITH ADDED SUGAR 
CONTRIBUTES TO OBESITY, DIABETES AND TOOTH DECAY.”464

• Require warning notices in advertising on government property for SSBs. 
In 2015, the city of San Francisco required the following notice: “Warning: 
Drinking beverages with added sugar(s) contributes to obesity, diabetes, and tooth 
decay. This is a message from the City and County of San Francisco.”465 

• Restrict the sugar content of beverages. For instance, the Center for Science in the 
Public Interest has formally petitioned the U.S. Food and Drug Administration 
to limit added sugars in beverages to about one-fourth of current levels, or about 
11 grams per 100 ml.466 Limiting the sugar content would probably be the most 
effective way to prevent health problems related to added sugars.

• Conduct research on the likely effectiveness of measures proposed to reduce 
SSB and junk-food consumption and on the impact of measures that have been 
adopted.

• Bar sugar drinks on children’s restaurant menus, and ensure safe, free water at all 
public places where children study and play.

The World Health Organization should: 
• Hold trainings at the WHO regional offices for national health officials and 

provide technical assistance to help countries strengthen policies, including 
establishing legal frameworks to discourage consumption of SSBs. 

• Establish a global database of laws and implementing regulations that countries 
have adopted to discourage the consumption of SSBs, especially by youths, along 
with evidence of the effectiveness of such policies.467

• Provide countries with toolkits and technical assistance for reducing the 
consumption of sugar drinks; the toolkits should include fact sheets on projected 
consumption levels, the health effects of sugar drinks, and model legislative 
language.
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• Hold consultations on the development of a treaty or non-binding international 
legal instrument to establish global standards on the labeling and marketing of 
sugar drinks and other unhealthy foods and beverages.468

• Support research on the comparative effectiveness of legislative approaches to 
discourage youth consumption of SSBs in order to strengthen the evidence base 
for effective action. 

• Set an example by removing sugar drinks from WHO facilities in Geneva and 
elsewhere—as well as at all other units of the United Nations—and not serving 
sugar drinks at meetings and conferences.

Beverage companies should:
• Acknowledge that heavy consumption of their full-calorie products contributes to 

obesity and other health problems.

• Enforce their policy of not marketing sugar drinks to children under 12 in any 
way.

• Reduce container sizes (for instance, no container larger than 1.5 liters, with 
smaller containers reduced in size).

• Include notice on containers disclosing adverse health effects.

• Reduce the calorie content of SSBs to no more than 40 calories per 355 ml 
(12 oz.).

• Stop opposing governmental measures aimed at reducing the harm from sugar 
drinks.

• Discontinue advertising and indirect promotions of caloric beverages.

Restaurants should:
• Drop sugar drinks from kids menus.

• List the calorie content next to each dish.

• Limit serving sizes of drinks to about 500 ml.

Civil society organizations should:
• Educate the public and policy makers about the health impact of SSBs and 

behavior of SSB marketers.

• Obtain funding from international development donors to conduct awareness 
campaigns, advocate legislation, and evaluate policy actions.

• Advocate for laws and policies at the local, national, and international levels, 
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using such tactics as education, legislation, litigation, and shareholder actions, to prevent health 
harm from SSBs.

• Monitor the activities of industry and its compliance with voluntary commitments and with laws. 

• Evaluate the impact of voluntary and legal measures. 

• Advocate for the recognition of SSBs as a global-health and -development issue and discourage 
international financial institutions from subsidizing the SSB industry.

• Discourage athletes, celebrities, and sports organizations from promoting SSBs. 

• Create an international coalition of health, public interest, and research organizations to collect 
country-level data on public and private actions and advocate for strong international, national, 
and local actions to reduce the health harm from unhealthy beverages and foods and oppose the 
westernization of traditional diets.
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