




Executive Summary
This report critically analyses the marketing strategy of The Coca-Cola Company, which shows that there is a huge difference in communication and performance. Although it has significant marketing funds of over 5 billion pounds every year, and 65 percent of the funds are on the digital front, the analysis shows that there are severe execution lapses. Most strikingly, sustainability obligations show significant rhetoric-reality discordances as plastic footprint augmented by 16.6% between 2.96 and 3.45 million metric tonnes, which is directly opposing the promises of the World Without Waste campaign that conditioned a subsequent reduction of the environment. Three core weaknesses are realised by this overall analysis: first, the loss of control over pricing and distribution decisions in its historical area of operation by marketing, which leads to gaps in implementation between strategic formulation and operational delivery; second, the absence of a rhetoric-reality fit pitting sustainability claims against operational metrics, which in turn leads to greenwashing suits of action in court described by the court as lipstick on a pig; and third, failure to understand the diversity of consumers, which results in eight discrete segments with means of geographical willing-to-pay variation of 3 to 36 per cent. Some of the strategic suggestions include market-driving sustainability leadership that focuses on operational transformation instead of communication, circular economy infrastructure that implements UV fluorescence imaging technology in the packaging system as reusable, AI-powered digital transformation with virtual influencers that reach Gen Z audiences, and overall brand repositioning with crisis management strategies that restore stakeholder trust through verified performance and not aspirational messages.
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1. Introduction
The Coca-Cola Company finds itself in a contradictory stance as both the most valuable beverage brand in the world and the number one plastic polluter on the planet for six years in a row, leading to inherent conflicting issues between business prosperity and ecological accountability that marketing strategy must manoeuvre. Research work by Wirtz et al. (2014) proves that a robust and powerful marketing department is a positive factor in firm performance (p. 186), but the Coca-Cola marketing department is currently confronted with unprecedented challenges where conventional capabilities are not enough to address the crisis of systemic sustainability. This strategic misalignment can be illustrated by the example of the company strategy entitled World Without Waste: whilst communications spoke of the environmental change, the metrics of operations have had a reversing effect, with the analysis conducted by Oceania (2025) showing that the plastic footprint has increased by 16.6 per cent, rather than decreasing as the company promised to do.
Coca-Cola ranks as one of the most marketed brands in the world, with marketing spending of more than half a billion per year, and 65 per cent of this is used in digital platforms, placing it in a position of serving 2.2 billion servings of its products in 200 or more countries every single day (Pereira, 2025). Nevertheless, the case of greenwashing litigation by Earth Island Institute (2024), in which the magistrate court told the D.C. Appeals court that sustainability claims are nothing more than lipstick on a pig, shows that the scale of marketing resources cannot replace the authenticity of operations. In this report, a critical analysis of the marketing operations of Coca-Cola has been conducted where effectiveness has been considered in terms of resource investment, environmental analysis, target market strategies, marketing mix deployment, media selection, and measurement frameworks, and finally, strategic weaknesses have been identified and a viable recommendation offered to improve the operation based on the current marketing theory and empirical evidence.
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[bookmark: _Toc218369856]2.1 Marketing Resources Investment and Organisational Structure
According to Pereira's (2025) analysis, Coca-Cola spends more than 5 billion pounds every year in marketing, and budget distribution demonstrates strategic investment in digital priority: 65 per cent of the spending is allocated to digital platforms, such as social media, programmatic advertisements, and AI-enhanced personalisation, and 35 per cent to traditional media, such as television, print, and experience marketing. According to RankRed (2025), it dedicates more than 20 per cent of the total marketing budget to United States promotions to support distribution of 2.2 billion daily portions around the world, as well as the 40 per cent market share in the non-alcoholic beverage and 94 per cent global logo recognition, which are indicators of significant resource allocation towards brand awareness and market penetration targets.
Nevertheless, the results of the empirical study by Wirtz et al. (2014), who employed 312 firms in North America, Europe, and Asia, confirm that the marketing influence is based more on the factors of responsibilities and resources (p. 188), with the marketing responsibilities (β = 0.39, p < 0.001) and resources (0.31, p < 0.001) showing a significant predictor of the marketing influence over organisational decision-making. As the authors show, the influence of a marketing department significantly affects the firm performance directly and indirectly (through market orientation) (p. 188), and the magnitude of resources is not sufficient but is accompanied by organisational influence to facilitate their successful implementation.
In a systematic literature review by Oliveira and Luce (2020), paradoxical processes are described in which the marketing department has lost control over the decisions of the company, although it has a great influence on the business performance, as they state that sales departments are taking over decision-making processes related to pricing and distribution (that are traditionally not only marketing domains). A longitudinal comparison by Homburg et al. demonstrates that in practically all 11 decisions studied, the influence of the marketing function has been lost, except in those related to advertising messages (cited in Oliveira and Luce, 2020, p. 3), indicating that the role of marketing has been narrowed down to communications and the strategic decisions in commerce are transferred to other functions.
In their interview-based study, Storbacka and Moser (2020) underline that the digital transformation fundamentally changes the role of marketing, and the traditional creative team that is designed to deliver carefully planned one-way speeches now needs to be able to assist marketing to develop a new capability of a private room customer dialogue' (p. 4), where content is identified as the new bottleneck to the marketing impact (p. 4) due to the inadequacy of the current organisational structures to act in digital-first customer engagement. A qualitative study conducted by Malshe et al. (2025) in 120 interviews reports that non-marketing employees do not always have in-depth knowledge on their patients as customers, the competitive environment, and strategy-situation fit (p. 6), which is confirmed by one of the interviewed managers saying that marketing is a good-to-have department but not a must-have department (p. 7) and shows organisational dynamics in which marketing is a marginal, but not core, activity.
[bookmark: _Toc218369857]2.2 Macro and Micro Marketing Environment Analysis
Greenwashing litigation represents the most prominent political-legal force challenging the marketing strategy implemented by Coca-Cola, the D.C. The Court of Appeals reinstated the claims that the sustainability communications were a form of consumer deception. The court held that the aspirational statements in Coca-Cola could be misleading to the consumer, so the case was a precedent where marketing statements need operational substantiation and not aspirational positioning (Kaplow, 2024). The Plastic Pollution Coalition (2024) focuses on the strategic implications of this litigation, stating that the corporations that apply an environmental claim without any alteration to their operations become more exposed to litigation and reputational harm.
Pressures on the environment are heightened by the fact that Coca-Cola has been the largest plastic polluter in the world in the past six years, as recorded by Laville (2022) in a study showing that Coca-Cola is among the brands greenwashing over packaging. The entire scope of this environmental impact is quantified in the comprehensive report by Oceana, which shows that the footprint of plastics has increased by 16.6%, from 2.96 to 3.45 million metric tonnes, although the communication about a world without waste was heralding a reduction. The report highlights that the collection rates remained at 58, which is far less than the 100 per cent collection target of 2030. Boyington (2025) finds other legal implications in the class-action litigation of unfulfilled promises in the form of reusable packaging promises, where a reduction of half to forty per cent was made by the company without any transparent stakeholder communication, which can be seen as a failure of governance practices that increased environmental and legal stress.
Social forces arise due to the changing consumer expectations of corporate social responsibility, but the Oe and Yamaoka (2020) study shows that it is more complicated: the perceptions of the consumer of corporate social responsibility differ significantly across the markets, and the CSR perception in emerging markets is poor, even though the brand equity is high in developed markets. The analysis of products of the ethics of unhealthy food and beverages by Gupta et al. (2024) reveals extra social pressure through which the health-conscious population gradually becomes more focused on the amount of sugar and nutrition quality as well as environmental aspects.
The framework of corporate brand reputation and brand crisis management developed by Grayser (2009) highlights that the organisation has a reputational reservoir (p. 595) that is capable of absorbing the effects of a crisis when the trust of stakeholders has not been lost, but the case of greenwashing litigation indicates that the reservoir of Coca-Cola has been emptied due to the accumulated rhetoric-reality gaps. The positive results of the analysis of five years of the US sales data of 600,000 SKUs provided by Bar Am et al. (2023) indicate that the consumer stakeholder behaviour reacts favourably to the genuine ESG positioning: the average cumulative growth of the products making ESG-related claims was 28 per cent relative to the growth of the products without such claims, 20 per cent, which confirms the fact that the consumer demand is positively orientated to the sustainability and at the same time shows the risks associated with the lack of the operational basis of the The microenvironment analysis indicates that although the consumer demand towards sustainable products is there and brings the commercial returns in case of authenticity, the stakeholder tolerance towards greenwashing has been weakened significantly, generating pressure on the micro level and adding to the macro-level political, legal, and environmental pressures.
[bookmark: _Toc218369858]2.3 Target Markets and STP Analysis
The target market analysis of Pereira (2024) points towards the main target customers of Coca-Cola as young adults aged between 18 and 34, families with children, and consumers who are convenience seekers in various geographical markets. Nonetheless, the study of von der Gathen et al. (2024) breaks the simplistic assumptions about segmentation, showing that the so-called stereotypical sustainable consumer as a minor percentage of the total consumer diversity is an inaccurate perception and that there are eight distinct segments whose features differ in the commitment to sustainability and relative willingness to pay more. Such complexity of segmentation implies that Coca-Cola might be targeting too effectively based on its sustainability choices and its targeting approaches.
The analysis provided by Bar Am et al. (2023) proves that the segmentation is effective when implemented properly: products with ESG claims gained 28% cumulative growth compared to 20% for ones with no claims; higher-income households, urban and suburban dwellers, and households with children showed higher potential to purchase ESG-positioned products. Geographic segmentation shows especially vivid differences in willingness to pay a higher price to buy sustainable packaging reported by Packnode (2023): only 36 per cent of Indian consumers are ready to pay a lot more than 3 per cent in Japan and 13 per cent in the United States. The survey by Feber et al. (2025) shows that high-income women in the northeastern United States have a 76% worry about the impact of CO₂, as compared to the baseline 44% who have the concern of environmental impact as extremely or very important.
According to the study conducted by Sharma and Wazal (2025), the most significant demographic targeting opportunities include '62% of Gen Z are willing to see brands with a solid sustainability commitment' (p. 1): young consumers are one of the most receptive target groups to authentic sustainability positioning. The campaign analysis done by RankRed (2025) shows that there is a successful implementation of targeting in the campaign: personalisation strategies produced over 500,000 posts shared by the users and generated a 7 per cent rise in sales among young adults in Australia.
Table 1: Geographic Consumer Segmentation - Willingness to Pay for Sustainable Packaging
	Region/Country
	Pay 'A Lot More'
	Pay 'A Little More'
	Total Premium

	India
	36%
	49%
	85%

	Mexico
	-
	58%
	58%

	China
	-
	54%
	54%

	United States
	13%
	-
	13%

	Japan
	3%
	-
	3%



Source: Packnode (2023); Feber et al. (2025)
[bookmark: _Toc218369859]2.4 Marketing Mix (4Ps) Analysis
In their study, Woolley et al. (2024) focus on critical product innovation issues in the context of circular economy transition, and the researchers report that UV fluorescence imaging has an equivalent range of sensitivity to ATP swabbing but offers complete coverage of the surface and faster evaluation and can be fully automated (p. 348), so lattice products contaminated with 0.17 levels are detected. Nevertheless, the analysis by Frishammar et al. (2025) shows that few incumbent firms have managed to change the linear business model to scaled CBM (p. 4959) and that the identified obstacle to changing the product strategy is the reluctance of the customers to accept circular offerings (p. 4966).
There are sophisticated dynamics in pricing strategy analysis. The study conducted by Packnode (2023) shows that there is geographic variation, with 36% of Indian consumers willing to pay a lot more for sustainable packaging than only 3% of Japanese. The evidence provided by Bar Am et al. (2023) proves the viability of premium pricing: the cumulative growth of products with ESG claims was 28 per cent higher than that of products with no claims. Nonetheless, the survey conducted by Feber et al. (2025) indicates that over 70 per cent of the consumers find quality, price, and convenience to be very important, and only 44 per cent of the consumers find the environmental impact to be extremely important, which implies that the pricing strategies need to be based on maintaining competitive positions and include the elements of sustainability in them.
Place strategy is the wide coverage of 200-plus countries to 2.2 billion daily servings that Coca-Cola is recorded to have been distributing daily, as reported by RankRed (2025). The circular economy forecast of InsightAce Analytic (2025) forecasts the growth of the circular economy of the beverage industry at 6.8% of the CAGR over the period of 2025-2034. The existing distribution models based on single-use packaging design are barriers to reusable system implementation that demand reverse logistics and infrastructure of a deposit-return scheme.
There is variation in the promotional strategy. The case study of the Share a Coke (2025) campaign records it being successful and producing over 500,000 user posts and providing 7% growth in sales among Australian youth. The shift in the promotional mix is depicted in the 65 per cent budget channelling toward digital channels that Pereira (2025) documented. Nevertheless, the greenwashing litigation was created through the World Without Waste campaign as opposed to the promotion of brand equity growth, indicating that the creativeness of promotional activities cannot offset the operational lack of authenticity.




Table 2: VRIO Analysis of Coca-Cola's Marketing Resources
	Component
	Description
	Evidence

	Valuable
	Platform for transformation story
	• World brand recognition (Oceana, 2025)
• Experience replacing packaging in Latin America

	Rare
	Distinctive marketing leadership position
	• Ability to impact change across industry
• Available budget on infrastructure transformation

	Imitable
	Few recycling campaigns thus novel
	• Recycling initiatives easily imitated
• ESG governance frameworks (Kalyanam, 2024)

	Organisation
	Inability to fulfil commitments kills credibility
	• 58% collection rates (Oceana, 2025)
• Discarded 25% reuse objective to 14%


Source: Adapted from VRIO framework; Oceana (2025); Kalyanam (2024)
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A thematic exploration tracking research from the years 2000 and 2015 by Lamberton and Stephen (2016) reveals that the three themes of steps in the evolution of research are digital, social media, and mobile marketing as the facilitators of individual expression, decision support technology, and a source of market intelligence (p. 146). The 65% digital allocation that Pereira (2025) records of Coca-Cola represent the transformation of the industry, although Lamberton and Stephen indicate that social media spending increased by half of earlier expectations by 2014, indicating that adoption curves are more complex than expected initially.
The research by Davenport et al. (2020) notes that AI will substantially transform marketing strategies and customer behaviours because of such applications as next-best offers, programmatic purchasing of digital adverts, and predictive lead scoring (p. 25), but the authors reveal severe limitations: the customers, in their turn, seem to set a higher standard of AI (p. 28) and are less willing to perform the tasks that require subjectivity, intuition, and affect (p. 30), indicating that AI implementation should not focus on the tasks related to creative work (content creation, emotional appeals) but operational efficiency (logistics, targeting) where human judgement is not replaced.
An analysis of the digital marketing futures conducted by Kamkankaew et al. (2025) reveals that brands that are capable of demonstrating significant commitment to sustainability in an authentic fashion are likely to gain a competitive advantage (p. 9) as a condition presupposing the balance of technological innovation, regulatory compliance, and knowledge of consumer values, but on the other hand, AR allows consumers to see the products in their spaces before making a purchase, which has a great effect on the decision-making process (pp. 7, 20). The opinion paper by Dwivedi et al. (2021) highlights both sides of social media: on one hand, the media allows companies to communicate with customers, increase brand awareness, impact attitudes, gain feedback, enhance communication with products and boost sales (p. 2), and on the other hand, on a negative hand, customer complaints can be shared with millions of people in real-time (negative eWOM) with adverse effects (p. 2), so the channel choice has to consider both the attributes of a two-way communication process instead of focusing on the one-way communication feature.
According to the study of virtual influencers by Shi (2023), there are new channel opportunities that may be successfully utilised by the campaign to Gen Z: 58% of consumers surveyed in the US accepted virtual influencers in March 2022, and 75% of Gen Z accepted them, and up to 40% of them, which supports the hypothesis of the former researcher, confirms that the presence of virtual influencers has a positive effect on consumer intent to purchase. The analysis of electronic word-of-mouth by Hennig-Thurau et al. (2004) indicates that there exist eight motivation factors, such as platform assistance, venting negative feelings, concern of consumers, extraversion, social benefits, economic incentives, helping the company and advice seeking (pp. 45-46), among which social recognition and community-building should be used to facilitate consumer-to-consumer communications but not brand-to-consumer messaging.
The competitive dynamics reported by Verhoeff et al. (2021) in the study of digital transformation show that competitive advantage is in support of the digital-native organisations: just a decade ago, the S&P 500 top five was full of Exxon, GE, Microsoft, Gazprom, and Citigroup; only one was actually digital, but in May 2018, the top five consisted of all digital companies, including Apple, Alphabet, Microsoft, Amazon, and Facebook (pp. 889-891). The authors also underline that 79 percent of executives acknowledge that critical systems depend on data, yet most of them have not invested in data reliability verification (pp. 891-893), which implies that data quality and analytics are key success factors of digital channel effectiveness and that Coca-Cola has 65 percent of its channels digitalised, which should be matched with the investment in data infrastructure, analytics skills and measurement tools that will ensure that the channel is effective beyond the limits of channel presence.
[bookmark: _Toc218369861]2.6 Measuring Success and Marketing Metrics
The framework of marketing accountability developed by Pauwels (2015) focuses on the importance of having the right metrics of the right results, and it is essential to state that marketing investments must have the measurement systems that show that they have the financial, customer, and brand measures that identify the return on the investment. The study by Wirtz et al. (2014) proves that the impact of the marketing department on the performance of the firm has significant direct and indirect influence (p. 188), and marketing responsibilities (β = 0.39, p < 0.001) and resources (β = 0.31, p < 0.001) are significant predictors of marketing influence.
According to a study by Hu et al. (2023), metrics frameworks of ESG-marketing integration present the results, which show that a better marketing capability of firms is associated with a higher propensity to engage in ESG-related activities and a higher ESG score (0.370 = 0.01), and a lower investment inefficiency occurs among firms that have a better marketing capability (pp. 1, 10). The analysis presented by Bar Am et al. (2023) gives tangible performance rates: the average cumulative growth of products that made ESG claims was 28% compared to 20% with no claims of that kind. The measurement of both engagement and commercial results is proved by the fact that Share a Coke campaign statistics, reported by RankRed (2025), include 500,000+ user posts and a 7% sales rise.
[bookmark: _Toc218369862]3. Conclusion: Shortcomings Of Marketing Strategy
According to this critical analysis, three basic weaknesses can be identified which are lowering the efficiency of marketing in Coca-Cola despite the reinvesting of resources of over £5 billion a year. To start with, the fact that the marketing department has lost its influence on the decisions made by the company, although it greatly affected the business performance (Oliveira and Luce, 2020), reveals itself in the loss of marketing control over the decisions made in the past, with its field of action today being dominated by sales functions and the development of price and distribution strategies. This implementation erosion generates implementation gaps in which marketing strategy development continues without operational execution capabilities, which produces rhetoric-reality gaps, especially in sustainability commitments, where plastic footprint went up 16.6% and communications vowed cuts.
Second, the list of implementation obstacles under implementation that have been reported by Malshe et al. (2025) is especially acute to the sustainability marketing of Coca-Cola: idea dilution, tactical disconnection, and enactment discord. The greenwashing lawsuit of Earth Island Institute (2024), where the courts described sustainability assertions as lipstick on a pig, indicates that marketing communications cannot replace the necessary operational change when organisational systems do not allow marketing to contribute to the decision-making needed to prove the claims. The magnitude of this rhetoric-reality gap is shown empirically by the quantification of the plastic footprint of Oceana (2025), which increases the plastic footprint between 2.96 and 3.45 million metric tonnes.
Third, the discovery of eight consumer segments by von der Gathen et al. (2024) does not concur with the seeming assumption of the monolithic consumer segments with sustainability commitment and willingness to pay made by Coca-Cola, with the revelation that the stereotypical sustainable consumer occupies only a minor part of the consumer market, indicating that targeting strategies fail to adequately consider the diversity of consumer segments in terms of commitment and readiness to pay sustainably. The idea proposed by Greyser (2009) of the reputational reservoir becomes especially useful: the greenwashing lawsuits destroy the trust that is built over decades of brand-building and turn the valuable brand equity into a liability as customer failures are revealed as contrary to the marketing statements.
[bookmark: _Toc218369863]4. Recommendations for Marketing Strategy Improvement
[bookmark: _Toc218369864]4.1 Strategic Reorientation: Market-Driving Sustainability Leadership
Coca-Cola must move away from reactive positions in the market driven by forces to proactive market-driving change that defines consumer expectations and competitive expectations, as proposed by Sheth and Parvatiyar (2021). The organisation needs to be the first to transform the industry by operational excellence first before marketing communications as a way of change as opposed to incremental recycling enhancements to high-impact sustainability measures. White et al. (2025) highlight the fact that the current research is mainly on lower-impact behaviours, which indicates that there are plenty of opportunities that organisations that are interested in transformative behaviours have. The marketing should regain strategic power by showing genuine sustainability that can bring tangible business value, and Ioannou and Serafeim (2019) separate strategic sustainability practices that can give a competitive advantage and practices that are common and reflect a minimum expectation.
[bookmark: _Toc218369865]4.2 Circular Economy Infrastructure Implementation
Coca-Cola ought to promptly adopt pilot programmes to introduce reusable packaging systems by means of the UV fluorescence imaging technology. The study by Woolley et al. (2024) shows that it not only deals with the issues in food safety of consumers but also allows them to achieve industrial-scale throughput. The three-phase strategy suggested by Frishammar et al. (2025) should be implemented: measure circular abilities with the involvement of the ecosystem partners, boost delivery organisation, and adopt agile experimentation. Before expansion, pilot markets must be geographies with the highest collection infrastructure attainment with demonstrated commercial viability indicated by the projection of high economic opportunities by Wallach (2025) and excellent growth projections presented by InsightAce Analytic (2025) on the adoption of the circular economy by the beverage industry.
[bookmark: _Toc218369866]4.3 Digital Transformation and AI-Enabled Stakeholder Engagement
The three stages of digital transformation as developed by Verhoff et al. (2021)—digitisation, digitalisation, and digital transformation—need to be implemented at a faster pace by Coca-Cola. Marketing is supposed to focus on reverse logistics optimisation through personalisation using AI, as Davenport et al. (2020) find AI brings the most potential value in the marketing field. Virtual brand ambassadors should be used by the organisation to reach Gen Z audiences, and research by Shi (2023) has shown that there is a high level of engagement in such cases, but there is no need to take the risk of engaging a celebrity. Electronic word-of-mouth needs to be supported by electronic incentives in the form of social recognition and an economic incentive system, as the analysis by Hennig-Thurau et al. (2004) shows social benefits as the most powerful mode of eWOM motivation.
[bookmark: _Toc218369867]4.4 Brand Repositioning and Crisis Management Implementation
Coca-Cola needs to adopt extensive crisis management by complete recognition of sustainability failure, being open to corrective measures, and compensation to stakeholders. The theory formulated by Coombs (2007) states that greenwashing necessitates the rebuilding of tactics that put the stakeholders first rather than the argument of reputation protection. The brand repositioning must be attached to the real heritage with the glass bottle systems as suggested by Aaker (2004). The organisation also needs to develop the collaborations with the environmentally concerned organisations that offer external authentication because the process of equating brand with reputable organisations enhances the equity, and this gradually restores the reputational repository of the Greyser (2009) through verified performance, not aspirational communication.
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