
 
 

TALKING ABOUT: 
HEALTHIER BEVERAGE ENVIRONMENTS 

 
What surrounds us shapes our health in many ways. One of the most important 
influences on health is the beverage environment. We are what we drink — and what 
we drink is shaped by what beverages are available, sold and promoted in our 
communities. 
 
Public health advocates in California and nationwide are working to change beverage 
environments in order to increase the availability and consumption of water and 
other healthy beverages, while decreasing consumption of soda and other sugar-
sweetened beverages. 
 
Why does the beverage environment matter? 
 
New research paints a dramatic picture of the significant role that soda consumption 
has on health: 
 
• In a recent research review, only one high-risk dietary practice emerged as 

being definitively linked to overweight in children: intake of sugar-sweetened 
beverages.1 

• Daily intake of sugar-sweetened beverages is estimated to increase the risk of 
developing diabetes by 32%.2 

• Soda contributes nearly half the additional calories Americans have 
consumed since obesity levels first began rising in the 1970s.3 

• The average American drinks nearly 50 gallons of sweetened beverages per 
year.4 

• In California, 41% of children ages 2 to 11 and 62% of teens drink soda or 
other sugar-sweetened beverages daily.5 

• Water is the most healthful beverage for hydration, yet schools are not 
required to provide it during mealtimes.6 In California, 40% of school districts 
recently reported no access to free drinking water for students during meals 
and many communities report not having safe drinking water.7 

 
What can we do to improve beverage environments? 
 
One of the most effective population-wide obesity prevention strategies we could 
enact would be to reduce consumption of sugar-sweetened beverages by raising 
their price via an excise tax. A recent USDA study found that consumers facing a 
higher price induced by a soda tax would react by choosing other beverages, such as 
diet drinks, bottled water, juice, coffee/tea, or milk. 8 In California, a proposed tax on 
sugar-sweetened beverages would also raise $1 billion per year to promote healthy 



eating and physical activity in schools and communities. 

Other important strategies to improve beverage environments locally and statewide 
include: 
 

• Work to make sure all California communities have safe drinking water flowing 
from their taps. 

• Require that all vending and concession beverages sold at city- or county-
owned parks and facilities comply with healthy beverage standards. 

• Make free, fresh drinking water readily available during meals in school food 
service areas. 

• Establish nutrition standards for beverages served in childcare settings. 
• Increase support for breastfeeding and pumping at worksites and public 

facilities. 
 
For more information, see the California Campaign for Healthy Beverages: 
http://www.publichealthadvocacy.org/healthy_bev.html. 
 
Berkeley Media Studies Group’s “Talking About” series provides advocates with 
straightforward language on how our environment shapes our health, and what we 
can do to improve both. Supported in part by a grant from The California Endowment. 
For more information, visit www.bmsg.org. 
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