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Abstract: This article discusses the proposal and responses to sugar taxation, as well as 

techniques for reducing sugar-sweetened beverage (SSB) consumption. Leveraging the 

theory of changes, implementing a sugar tax is demonstrated to lower SSB consumption, 

particularly among low-income groups, so that improving public health. This interpretation 

is supported by evidence from Mexico, Chile, and the United Kingdom following the 

imposition of a sugar tax. This article also assesses unexpected outcomes in Berkeley and 

Mexico following the implementation of sugar taxes, providing insight into the efficacy of 

these policies. Future strategies to reducing the consumption of sugar have been proposed 

with a focus on the significance of public health measures other than taxation. 
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1. Introduction 

Sugar-sweetened beverages (SSBs) are drinks with caloric sweeteners [1] that may lead to various 

diseases and there is evidence suggests the necessity for upstream policy actions [2]. The issue of 

sugar consumption and its impact on public health has been a topic of significant debate in recent 

years. Sugar-sweetened beverages (SSBs) are known to contribute to various health issues such as 

obesity, type 2 diabetes, and cardiovascular disease. In response to this growing concern, many 

countries have implemented sugar tax policies as a means of reducing SSB consumption and 

improving public health outcomes. This paper aims to provide a comprehensive analysis of the 

proposal and responses to sugar taxation, as well as explore the effectiveness of these policies in 

different contexts. The paper will first discuss the theory of changes proposed by Hawkes et al., which 

suggests that the implementation of a sugar tax can lead to a decline in SSB consumption, particularly 

among low-income groups. This theory will be supported by evidence from countries such as Mexico, 

Chile, and the United Kingdom, where sugar taxes have been successfully implemented. The paper 

will also assess unexpected outcomes in Berkeley and Mexico following the introduction of sugar 

taxes, providing insight into the efficacy of these policies. Furthermore, the paper will examine the 

various arguments for and against sugar taxes, exploring their potential impact on consumer behavior, 

pricing strategies, and public health outcomes. By analyzing the experiences of different countries 

with sugar taxation, the paper aims to provide valuable insights into the effectiveness of these policies 

as a public health intervention. 
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2. Summary 

According to the theory of changes proposed by Hawkes, Corinna, et al., the implementation of sugar 

tax will result in a decline in SSBs consumption, especially among low-income groups. Therefore, 

the sugar tax will provide new vitality on public health. This report utilizes variations in SSB in 

Mexico, Chile and the UK following the enactment of sugar taxes as support. Then assesses the 

unexpected outcomes of Berkeley and Mexico's introduction of sugar taxes. Also, evaluates the 

effectiveness of sugar taxes while showing the author's concepts and suggestions. 

3. Critique 

3.1. Theory of Changes  

Producers and distributors are forced to make decisions by an implemented sugar tax policy [3]: 

specifications remain unchanged while prices increase, or prices remain unchanged while 

specifications shrink. In either case, part of the impact of the policy is indirectly passed on through 

producers to consumers. Therefore, high prices tempt people to forgo the beverages they might 

otherwise choose which lowers the desire of parents (families) and teachers (schools) to buy sugary 

drinks. Caregivers and parents potentially exert a major impact on children’s food preferences 

through the foods they offer, which may promote the formation of wholesome eating habits. 

Information like advertising, media and education can also affect consumer food preferences. As 

brand preferences can last over time and space, so the implementation of the sugar tax policy has 

altered the environment in which individuals acquire information and encouraged them to switch 

from costly sugary drinks to cheaper drinks with no/less added sugar. Therefore, the implementation 

of the sugar tax policy is particularly apparent and effective for individuals to change the long-term 

behavior on SSBs consumption. Sugar taxes influence the processes in the food system, such as 

production, processing, distribution and marketing, which result in higher costs for consumers, so 

people with low incomes are more likely to alter their purchasing habits in reaction to sugar taxes. In 

conclusion, sugar taxes directly raise the cost of consuming sugar-sweetened beverages, affecting the 

costs, presentation(choice architecture) and availability of SSBs, then indirectly encourage consumers 

to reassess and cut back on SSB consumption by looking for sugar-free or low-sugar substitutes. 

These modify their eating habits, improve BMI and health status, which then reinforce consumers' 

affirmation of their purchase behavior, triggering systemic dynamic positive feedback in the food 

system. As a result, manufacturers take steps to reduce their sugar content by reformulation, and thus 

to promote the development of the public health system. 

3.2. Make the case for sugar taxes 

High sugar consumption raises the risk of a number of diseases or health issues, including obesity, 

tooth decay, type 2 diabetes [4] and cardiovascular disease [1]. So SSB through taxing has been 

advocated as a public health intervention to lower calorie intake and population weight, address the 

rising burden of obesity and diabetes [5] as well as improve diets and prevent noncommunicable 

diseases [6]. 

3.3. Cases of implementing the sugar taxes  

3.3.1. Mexico 

The Mexican government placed the SSB tax on all sugar-added beverages in January 2014, which 

resulted in a 10% increase in shelf-price. A study used purchasing data to estimate that the levy caused 

an average 6.1% decrease in SSB consumption [7]. The evidence of Mexico indicates that taxes are 
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effective at reducing SSBs consumption and resulting in significant reductions in weight and diabetes 

[5]. 

3.3.2. Chile 

An observational study conducted by Nakamura et al. found that, although the tax incentive is 

relatively modest, there is evidence that purchasing of SSBs with higher sugar contents has decreased 

among upper socioeconomic segments of the population [8]. 

3.3.3. The UK 

The enactment of a sugar tax of the SSBs in 2018, having a banding structure [9]. The impact of the 

policy intervention is probably greatest on those who are segments classified as less affluent as they 

tend to be more sensitive to price and are limiting their expenditures of SSBs to a larger extent than 

more wealthy consumers [10]. 

3.4. Against the sugar taxes 

3.4.1. Cases of Berkeley, California and Mexico 

The demand curve in Berkeley would be more elastic if cross-border shopping could be used to avoid 

a city-level tax [11]. Although SSB sales decreased in Berkeley, they grew in the surrounding area, 

indicating that taxes can increase consumption outside of the taxed district where goods are less 

expensive [12].  

Another factor is the passing-through of taxes on SSBs to retail prices. Berkeley merchants may 

pass on less of the tax to consumers out of a concern of losing sales. However, research conducted 

within Mexico compared pricing before and after the tax and found that it was overshifted — a 9% 

tax increased caloric beverage prices by 12% [13].  

3.5. Effectiveness 

The consumer's substitution choices and consumption are affected by the decisions and actions of  

the producers and the government, which mutually determine the effectiveness of sugar taxes. 

Overwhelming data indicated that sugar taxes are an effective strategy for decreasing the general 

consumption of SSBs [14]. SSB taxation might be more effective at inducing behavioral changes in 

adults, according to accumulating data. Furthermore, sugar taxes are sometimes criticized as being 

regressive, disproportionately affecting low-income people, therefore consumers in lower 

socioeconomic brackets typically benefit more from SSB taxation in terms of their health [14].  

4. Conclusion 

In conclusion, the implementation of sugar tax policies has shown promising results in reducing SSB 

consumption and improving public health outcomes in various countries. The SSB tax is anticipated 

to have two effects: to stimulate industry reformulation, thereby decreasing the amount of sugar in 

the beverages supply, and to motivate consumers to buy less of these drinks [12]. The theory of 

changes proposed by Hawkes et al. has provided a valuable framework for understanding how sugar 

taxes can influence consumer behavior and ultimately lead to healthier dietary choices as SSB 

consumers reported making fewer deliberate attempts to eat healthily than non-SSB consumers, 

which raises significant concerns about the efficacy of soft intervention strategies like depending 

solely on industry self-regulation [15]. 
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Evidence from Mexico, Chile, and the United Kingdom supports the effectiveness of sugar taxes 

in reducing SSB consumption and addressing the growing burden of obesity and diabetes. While there 

are some challenges and criticisms associated with sugar taxes, such as potential cross-border 

shopping and passing through of taxes to retail prices, the overall impact of these policies on public 

health has been positive. Additionally, a sugar tax is merely one potential element of a public strategy 

to lower overall sugar consumption. Information which would encourage parents and individual 

consumers to choose more healthful beverages might come first. It need a front-of-pack labeling 

system for SSBs that is easily visible and understandable by consumers for all SSB kinds. Also, there 

should be more campaigns to educate children and their parents about the accumulated and possibly 

irreversible health hazards associated with consuming excessively sugar [4]. Moving forward, it is 

important to continue exploring alternative strategies for reducing sugar consumption and promoting 

healthy diets, while also considering the potential unintended consequences of sugar tax policies. By 

leveraging the lessons learned from different countries' experiences with sugar taxation, policymakers 

can develop more effective and sustainable interventions to improve public health outcomes and 

combat the global epidemic of diet-related diseases. 

References 

[1] Allcott, H., Lockwood, B. B., & Taubinsky, D. (2019). Should we tax sugar-sweetened beverages? an overview of 

theory and evidence. Journal of Economic Perspectives, 33(3), 202-227. doi:10.1257/jep.33.3.202 

[2] Buckton, C. H., Fergie, G., Leifeld, P., & Hilton, S. (2019). A discourse network analysis of UK newspaper coverage 

of the “Sugar Tax” debate before and after the announcement of the Soft Drinks Industry levy. BMC Public Health, 

19(1). doi:10.1186/s12889-019-6799-9 

[3] Hawkes, C., Smith, T. G., Jewell, J., Wardle, J., Hammond, R. A., Friel, S., . . . Kain, J. (2015). Smart Food Policies 

for obesity prevention. The Lancet, 385(9985), 2410-2421. doi:10.1016/s0140-6736(14)61745-1 

[4] Lloyd, P., & MacLaren, D. (2018). Should we tax sugar and if so how? Australian Economic Review, 52(1), 19-40. 

doi:10.1111/1467-8462.12299 

[5] Barrientos-Gutierrez, T., Zepeda-Tello, R., Rodrigues, E. R., Colchero-Aragonés, A., Rojas-Martínez, R., Lazcano-

Ponce, E., . . . Meza, R. (2017). Expected population weight and diabetes impact of the 1-peso-per-litre tax to sugar 

sweetened beverages in Mexico. PLOS ONE, 12(5). doi:10.1371/journal.pone.0176336 

[6] Thow, A. M., Downs, S. M., Mayes, C., Trevena, H., Waqanivalu, T., & Cawley, J. (2018). Fiscal policy to improve 

diets and prevent noncommunicable diseases: From recommendations to action. Bulletin of the World Health 

Organization, 96(3), 201-210. doi:10.2471/blt.17.195982 

[7] Colchero, M. A., Popkin, B. M., Rivera, J. A., & Ng, S. W. (2016). Beverage purchases from stores in Mexico under 

the excise tax on sugar sweetened beverages: Observational study. BMJ. doi:10.1136/bmj.h6704 

[8] Nakamura, R., Mirelman, A. J., Cuadrado, C., Silva-Illanes, N., Dunstan, J., & Suhrcke, M. (2018). Evaluating the 

2014 sugar-sweetened beverage tax in Chile: An observational study in urban areas. PLOS Medicine, 15(7). 

doi:10.1371/journal.pmed.1002596 

[9] Jones, C. M. (2016). The UK sugar tax – a healthy start? British Dental Journal, 221(2), 59-60. 

doi:10.1038/sj.bdj.2016.522 

[10] Fearne, A., Borzino, N., De La Iglesia, B., Moffatt, P., & Robbins, M. (2021). Using   supermarket loyalty card 

data to measure the differential impact of the UK soft drink sugar tax on buyer behaviour. Journal of Agricultural 

Economics, 73(2), 321-337. doi:10.1111/1477-9552.12462 

[11] Cawley, J., & Frisvold, D. E. (2016). The pass-through of taxes on sugar-sweetened beverages to retail prices: The 

case of Berkeley, California. Journal of Policy Analysis and Management, 36(2), 303-326. doi:10.1002/pam.21960 

[12] Véliz, C., Maslen, H., Essman, M., Taillie, L. S., & Savulescu, J. (2019). Sugar, taxes, & choice. Hastings Center 

Report, 49(6), 22-31. doi:10.1002/hast.1067 

[13] Harding, M., & Lovenheim, M. (2017). The effect of prices on nutrition: Comparing the impact of product- and 

nutrient-specific taxes. Journal of Health Economics, 53, 53-71. doi:10.1016/j.jhealeco.2017.02.003 

[14] Claudy, M., Doyle, G., Marriott, L., Campbell, N., & O’Malley, G. (2020). Are sugar-sweetened beverage taxes 

effective? reviewing the evidence through a marketing systems lens. Journal of Public Policy & Marketing, 40(3), 

403-418. doi:10.1177/0743915620965153 

[15] Robertson, K., Thyne, M., & Green, J. A. (2018). Supporting a sugar tax in New Zealand: Sugar sweetened beverage 

(‘fizzy drink’) consumption as a normal behaviour within the obesogenic environment. PeerJ, 6. 

doi:10.7717/peerj.5821 

Proceedings of the 2nd International Conference on Management Research and Economic Development
DOI: 10.54254/2754-1169/87/20241008

241


