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Point: A Tax on Sugary Drinks Would Improve Health Outcomes for
Americans 

Thesis: Many people in the United States, including children, consume a significant number of calories per day
in sugar-sweetened beverages. A tax on sugar-sweetened beverages will reduce consumption and result in
improved health outcomes for Americans.

Talking Points

Sugar-sweetened beverages make up a larger portion of daily calorie intake for children and adults in the
United States than they did several decades ago.

Historically, governments have influenced individuals' consumption habits by taxing unhealthy items such as
tobacco and alcohol.

US cities that have enacted taxes on sugar-sweetened beverages report a decline in soda sales.

Summary
Sugar-sweetened beverages, such as soda, sports drinks, and energy drinks, are increasingly popular in the
United States. According to an analysis published by Kelly D. Brownell and Thomas R. Frieden in 2009 in The
New England Journal of Medicine, consumption of these types of beverages grew significantly over the past
several decades. Between the 1970s and 2000s, the number of calories the average child consumed daily
from sugar-sweetened beverages more than doubled, from 70 to 190. Brownell and Frieden cite several
studies that correlated an increase in a child's daily consumption of sugar-sweetened beverages with an
increase in that child's likelihood of becoming obese. They go on to suggest that taxation of sugar-sweetened
beverages would be an effective way of reducing consumption of such drinks, and thereby improving public
health.

Throughout history, taxation has been used to discourage consumption of other products deemed to have a
negative impact on public health--most notably alcohol, cigarettes, and other tobacco products. A literature
review conducted by the Rudd Center for Food Policy and Obesity at Yale University found numerous studies
that demonstrated how taxing these items was effective in reducing consumption. Governments would be
following a well-established precedent by adopting a similar strategy to discourage the consumption of sugar-
sweetened beverages.
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Evidence from jurisdictions that have already taxed sugar-sweetened drinks suggests that such measures
indeed reduce consumption. A study published in 2017 in PLoS Medicine by Lynn D. Silver and colleagues
investigated the impact of the Berkeley, California, tax on sugar-sweetened beverages enacted in 2015. It
found that, one year after the tax was instituted, sales of sugar-sweetened beverages in the city had dropped
by 9.6 percent. Even sales of diet drinks and energy drinks decreased by 9.2 percent, suggesting that the tax
may be inspiring consumers to make healthier beverage choices overall--not just to avoid the tax, but for their
health and well-being.

Public health experts have been aware of the health risks posed by obesity and poor eating habits for decades.
Taxing sugar-sweetened beverages to lower consumption helps combat this problem. Many jurisdictions
imposing such taxes also choose to earmark revenues for health education and other health programs,
providing additional resources against the obesity epidemic. And, as Derek Thompson pointed out in an article
for the Atlantic, even if a tax on sugar-sweetened beverages fails to directly improve health outcomes, it still
provides important revenues that could be used to offset continuing health care needs.

Ponder This

The author has presented the fundamental positions for this perspective in the debate. Outline the strengths
and weaknesses of each perspective.

If asked to begin forming an argument for this position, what sources would you need to build your case?
What fundamental information do you need? What opinion leaders in this debate would you look to in
solidifying your argument?

What are the weakest aspects of the position outlined by the author? How might those weaker arguments
help you prepare a counterargument?

What additional Talking Points could you add to support this position?
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