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[bookmark: _Toc218612758]Executive Summary
This critical review assesses the marketing strategy of Coca-Cola based on systematic analysis of organisational competencies, environmental forces, and performance effectiveness, and identifies basic disjunctions between strategic goals and performance results. Financial commitment is evidenced by the fact that the amount of marketing resource invested nowadays is over 5 billion pounds annually, but the organisational influence has been eroded significantly, and the marketing departments are no longer in control of making pricing and distribution decisions. The assessment reports measurable failures in which World Without Waste sustainability communications promised environmental change and operational metrics worsened: plastic footprint growing from 2.96 to 3.45 million metric tonnes is 16.6% growth directly opposite claims of reduction, leading to greenwashing lawsuits with the courts describing claims as consumer deception. The results of analysis show that marketing efficacy differs radically across initiatives: The Share a Coke personalisation campaign elicited 500,000+ posts on social media, providing a 7% sales boost among the target populations, which proves the effectiveness of creative implementation under the condition of alignment with operational realities. On the other hand, the failures of sustainability marketing prove that no sophisticated communication can be equal to operational inauthenticity. Strategic recommendations focus on operational change before communication, infrastructure investments that allow reusable packaging systems based on technological innovation, artificial intelligence-based digital capabilities in response to segmented consumer groups, and systematic reputation building based on proven performance demonstration and not aspirational communications.
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[bookmark: _Toc218612759]1. Introduction
The effectiveness of a marketing strategy is a crucial factor based on the alignment of organisational capabilities, environmental conditions and implementation execution. The case study of the Coca-Cola Company is especially educative, as it simultaneously holds the position of the most valuable brand in the whole world in terms of recognition of beverages and takes first place in the rating of the worst plastic pollutants in the world every year over six years (Oceana, 2025). This contradiction is enhanced by litigation situations in which the D.C. Court of Appeals reinstated greenwashing claims against sustainability communications of Coca-Cola, with judicial characterisation of environmental promises as lipstick on a pig reflecting extreme credibility problems (Earth Island Institute, 2024; Plastic Pollution Coalition, 2024).
Pereira (2025) reports that Coca-Cola spends more than 5 billion on marketing and allocates 65% of this sum to digital channels and 35% to supporting traditional media, which positions the organisation as the leader in terms of marketing investment in the world and retains 40% of the market share of non-alcoholic drinks and 94% of brand recognition across the world. Nevertheless, the magnitude of resources alone is not adequate for marketing performance, as the study conducted by Wirtz et al. (2014) on 312 companies shows that the impact of marketing is based not on budget size but on organisational roles and control over resources. This report includes extensive critical analysis looking into the marketing operations of Coca-Cola in terms of resource allocation, external analysis, consumer positioning, implementation process and performance evaluation, and then suggests strategic weaknesses and possible remedies based on the current marketing literature and industry experiences. The discussion shows that marketing performance differs radically between projects, with successful campaigns such as Share a Coke, which show both operational competence and sustainability failures, revealing the underlying implementation gaps that will need to be systematically addressed through the comprehensive strategic change.
[bookmark: _Toc218612760]2. Main Findings
[bookmark: _Toc218612761]2.1 Organisational Capabilities and Resource Deployment
The strategic effectiveness is basically dependent on the influence of the marketing department irrespective of the availability of resources. According to RankRed (2025), Coca-Cola spends more than 20 per cent of overall spending on marketing activities in the United States markets but serves 2.2 billion daily in more than 200 countries, which shows significant resource allocation on the brand awareness and market penetration goals in both developed and emerging markets. Yet, paradoxical dynamics of influencing the marketing departments with high performance impact are also identified in the systematic review by Oliveira and Luce (2020), with the longitudinal research by Homburg et al. also showing influence loss in practically all eleven decisions studied, other than advertising messages, indicating the role of marketing has narrowed to tactical communications at the expense of strategic commercial decisions shifting to other functional areas of sales, operations, and finance.
A qualitative study by Malshe et al. (2025) of 120 interviews identifies the implementation barriers of idea dilution, tactical disconnect, and enactment discord, with managers describing marketing as a good-to-have department but not a must-have department (p. 7), which develops peripheral positioning when marketing develops sustainability commitments but has no operational authority to enforce those commitments and generates rhetoric-reality gaps when other functions pursue different goals. The difference between marketing dispersion (distributed responsibilities) and structuration (centralised authority) by Fürst et al. (2023) is applicable to comprehending the issues of implementation, and the study by Eriksson et al. (2021) on functional top management teams also indicates that marketing can play a strategic role in decision-making, relying on structural positioning and executive representation, which is why organisational redesign can become one of the prerequisites of regaining marketing power. The value creation of marketing identified by Kumar et al. (2021) as the core element of marketing depends on the cross-functional integration skills, and the significance of the marketing department provided by Nardini et al. (2021) is associated with the perceived ability to contribute to performance, not the size of the resources.
[bookmark: _Toc218612762]2.2 Environmental Environment and Strategy Pressures
PESTEL analysis exposes complex environmental forces that the marketing strategy of Coca-Cola faces. Political-legal issues are especially acute, and the approach of Kaplow (2024) to analyse the situation highlights the case when courts conclude that the statements made by Coca-Cola in the aspirational section are misleading consumers, and the court sets a precedent that needs to be substantiated in practice. The analysis of Peters and Peters (2024) pinpoints the risks related to greenwashing as going beyond reputational harm to material lawsuits, whereas the analysis of Bloomberg Law (2022) and the reporting document of ESG Dive (2024) highlight further challenges of class-action litigation. The review conducted by Lexology (2025) highlights the tightening of regulations concerning environmental marketing claims as imposing compliance requirements in addition to the traditional advertising norms.
The environmental pressures are added more when Oceana (2025) records that Coca-Cola has a 3.45 million metric tonne footprint of plastic every year, which is 16.6 per cent of their baseline of 2.96 million metric tonnes, though they communicate World Without Waste. The development of voluntary environmental objectives in the Coca-Cola Company (2024) can be viewed as recognition that initial promises were operationally impossible, but the reputational losses have occurred. Social pressures are reflected in changing consumer expectations, but according to the study by Oe and Yamaoka (2020), there is a variation in geographic CSR perception. The analysis offered by Gupta et al. (2024) indicates other areas of pressure in which the health-conscious consumers examine the amount of sugar and the environmental impact. The fact that Coca-Cola revenue exceeded expectations despite controversies mentioned by Rajesh (2024) indicates that consumer purchasing behaviour is more price- and quality-sensitive than environmentally based positioning, whereas the data presented by Bar Am et al. (2023) shows that genuinely based ESG positioning does provide commercial benefits.
[bookmark: _Toc218612763]2.3 Understanding and Market Positioning of the Consumer
Targeting is a complex process that involves having advanced knowledge of the diversity of consumers instead of viewing markets as homogenous units. According to Pereira (2024), young adults aged 18-34, families with children, and convenience-seeking consumers are the key audiences of the Coca-Cola brand, but the analysis does not succeed in capturing the heterogeneity of sustainability preferences, with von der Gathen et al.'s (2024) research of 8,000 consumers finding that there is no single type of sustainable consumer.
The five-year analysis of the US sales statistics provided by Bar Am et al. (2023) shows that products claiming to be ESG in their claims increased on average 28% cumulatively compared to non-claiming products, and middle- and upper-income households, urban residents, and families all show a higher probability of purchase. The documentation published by Packnode (2023) demonstrates the presence of shocking geographic differences: the readiness to pay premiums is 36 per cent among Indian consumers, who are ready to pay a lot more than 3 per cent of Japanese consumers, and 13 per cent of the United States consumers are ready to pay premiums. The survey by Feber et al. (2025) in the Northeastern United States shows that high-income women show 76% concern with the CO₂ impact, which is a baseline of 44%, with environmental impact being extremely important.
The study of Sharma and Wazal (2025) reports the preference of 62 per cent of Gen Z for the brands with high sustainability commitments, and the analysis of Pavon Losada et al. (2025) highlights the growth in the tendency of consumers to consider the packaging sustainability in addition to the product features. Nevertheless, the fact that even 70%+ of consumers, according to Feber and Nordigården (2021), value quality, price, and convenience as very important but only 44% regard environmental impact as extremely important implies that pricing strategies cannot be based on sustainability differentiation only but that they need to maintain a competitive position and add environmental characteristics as an additional benefit. Based on the consumer segmentation as illustrated in Table 1, there are eight distinct segments with radically different sustainability commitment and willingness to pay in geographic markets.
Table 1: Consumer Segmentation Matrix - Geographic and Demographic Variation
	Segment
	Geographic Focus
	Willingness Premium
	Key Characteristics
	Strategic Implication

	Premium Sustainability
	India, Mexico
	36% (India) "a lot more"
	High environmental concern, emerging markets
	Target with authentic claims

	Moderate Sustainability
	China, emerging Asia
	54% "a little more"
	Growing awareness
	Educational focus

	Price-Quality Balance
	United States
	13% premium
	70%+ prioritise price/quality
	Competitive pricing essential

	Convenience-Oriented
	Japan, developed markets
	3% premium
	Infrastructure expectations high
	Operational excellence required

	Gen Z Committed
	Global, urban centres
	62% prefer sustainability brands
	Digital natives, social media
	Virtual engagement strategies

	High-Income Women
	Northeastern US
	76% CO₂ concern
	Premium purchasing power
	Differentiated positioning

	Families with Children
	Suburban, developed
	Elevated ESG likelihood
	Health and environment
	Integrated value propositions

	Emerging Market Growth
	Latin America, Asia
	Variable (36%-54%)
	Rapid awareness growth
	Long-term positioning


Sources: von der Gathen et al. (2024); Packnode (2023); Feber et al. (2025); Bar Am et al. (2023); Sharma & Wazal (2025)
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Marketing mix performance is based on coordinated action in terms of product, price, place, and promotion. The product strategy is under serious pressure concerning packaging innovation, where the Woolley et al. (2024) study has shown that UV fluorescence imaging can be an effective technological solution for reusable packaging systems that can sense 100 per cent contamination to 0.17 per cent concentration and cover the entire surface and have the throughput capacity of more than ten times per second. This not only solves consumer food safety issues, which are known to be the greatest obstacles to the adoption of reusables, but also allows industrial-scale implementation. But the analysis by Frishammar et al. (2025) shows that few existing firms have managed to transform a linear business model into a scaled CBM (p. 4959), and the reason is that the customers are not willing to accept the notion of a circular offering (p. 4966) despite the systematic approach of addressing the issue, which is the introduction of consumer education campaigns and confidence-building programmes that prove the hygiene standards and operational excellence.
The pricing strategy demonstrates complicated interactions between sustainability premium and competitiveness. The geographic variation in the types of willingness-to-pay profiles of consumers is reported by Packnode (2023), where just 36 per cent of Indian consumers would pay a lot more to get sustainable packaging compared to only 3 per cent in Japan, implying that pricing strategies should not be designed to reflect global willingness-to-pay. The evidence provided by Bar Am et al. (2023) proves the viability of premium pricing in cases where the sustainability claims are credible: the average cumulative growth in products making ESG claims was 28 years, and in products making no claims, it was 20 years, with multiple ESG claims growing on average twice as fast as single claims. Nevertheless, the fact that consumer willingness can significantly differ depending on the packaging type and product type, as stated by Feber and Nordigården (2021), means that the pricing approach has to be granular, considering the specifics of products instead of implementing a universal premium pricing across all portfolio entries.
The distribution strategy involves the vast network of Coca-Cola, which covers 200+ countries and delivers 2.2 billion servings per day with the help of franchise bottler systems, which need to coordinate the work of independent entities. InsightAce Analytic (2025) forecasts a 6.8% CAGR increase in the circular economy of the beverage industry between the years 2025 and 2034, with the plastic segment (especially PET, as well as recycled PET) likely to lead the adoption with the benefits of recyclability. The analysis of Wallach (2025) reveals the economic potential of plastic recycling of 50-75 billion pounds in 2035, but an up to 50 billion investment in 20-25 MT advanced recycling capacity by 2030 implies significant capital needs to transform the circular distribution infrastructure, which will require executive prioritisation and shareholder support of long-term value creation over short-term profit maximisation.
There is a variation in the effectiveness of promotional strategy across campaigns. The success of the Share a Coke campaign recorded by RankRed (2025) resulted in more than 500,000 user posts and provided 7% sales growth among young adults in Australia, which confirms the effectiveness of personalisation strategies for Millennials and Gen Z when operated with the required creativity. The evolution of the promotional mix, where Pereira (2025) records 65% of the budgetary allocation to digital channels, indicates social media, programmatic advertising, and influencer partnerships as the primary focused media instead of traditional media. Nevertheless, sustainability positioning promotion is problematic: the campaign on becoming a World Without Waste did not lead to the improvement of brand equity but to the creation of greenwashing claims, which proves that the sophistication of communication cannot offset the lack of authenticity in the operations. As seen in Table 2, VRIO analysis reveals that whilst Coca-Cola possesses valuable and rare marketing resources, organisational failures prevent effective deployment.
Table 2: VRIO Analysis - Marketing Resources and Competitive Position
	VRIO Component
	Assessment
	Supporting Evidence
	Competitive Implication

	Valuable
	Platform for transformation story exists; believable success stories available
	• World brand recognition (Oceana, 2025)
• Latin America packaging replacement experience
• £5B+ annual budget (Pereira, 2025)
	Valuable resources present but underutilised

	Rare
	Distinctive marketing leadership position in beverage industry
	• Ability to impact change across industry
• Budget availability for infrastructure transformation (Oceana, 2025)
• Global distribution reach (RankRed, 2025)
	Rare positioning advantages exist

	Imitable
	Recycling campaigns novel currently but easily replicated
	• Recycling initiatives imitable by competitors
• ESG governance frameworks widely available (Kalyanam, 2024)
• Technology solutions commercially accessible (Woolley et al., 2024)
	Temporary competitive advantage only

	Organisation
	Critical failure: inability to fulfil commitments destroys brand credibility
	• 58% collection rates versus 100% goal (Oceana, 2025)
• Discarded 25% reuse objective, reduced to 14%
• Greenwashing litigation (Earth Island Institute, 2024)
	Organisational failures negate V, R, I advantages


Sources: Oceana (2025); Kalyanam (2024); Earth Island Institute (2024); Pereira (2025); RankRed (2025); Woolley et al. (2024)
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The accountability of marketing must have a well-developed measurement system that monitors input, throughput and output measures throughout the entire customer journey. The framework presented by Pauwels (2015) focuses on the idea of right metrics that lead to right results, a range of metrics that prove value creation and metrics that prove activity. The significance of marketing accountability models as highlighted by Stewart (2006) justifies the need for a demonstrable return on investment, and the role of marketing as highlighted by the analysis of Moorman and Rust (1999) is that the role of marketing is not limited to instant sales but rather long-term value addition such as brand equity and customer relationships.
The analysis by Hu et al. (2023) of 19,719 firm-year observations offers metrics frameworks of ESG-marketing integration showing that firms that have stronger marketing abilities are more ESG engaged and less inefficient in their investments. The metrics provided by Bar Am et al. (2023) indicate the effectiveness of ESG claims: the growth of products with claims was 28% when compared to the growth of products without claims at five years and 600,000 SKUs, reflecting the retail sales of $400 billion. Nonetheless, the measurement systems at Coca-Cola exhibit significant loopholes in which the operational measures (increases in plastic footprint) are in conflict with the marketing statements (reduction promises), posing problems of accountability. The lack of publicly stated measures of the success of the World Without Waste in terms of its performance despite the heavy investment indicates the organisational shortcomings in measurement and the need to provide detailed performance frameworks that may include both communication and operational aspects.
[bookmark: _Toc218612766]3. Conclusion
This analysis has identified 4 strategic failures that are connected to the weaknesses of the marketing of Coca-Cola even after investing a significant amount of resources. To begin with, organisational influence erosion is the fundamental weakness in which marketing departments no longer have the power to make pricing and distribution decisions historically in the area of their control. The fact that Oliveira and Luce (2020) report that the marketing department has lost its voice is reflected in how Coca-Cola has failed to guarantee operational implementation in accordance with marketing promises, which results in implementation gaps where sustainability promises are implemented with no accompanying operational authority to guarantee execution.
Second, the rhetoric-reality gap is the extreme form of credibility crisis where marketing communications claim results that do not conform to the performance in the operations. The quantification of the plastic footprint in the case of Oceana (2025), 2.96 to 3.45 million metric tonnes of growth, and the communications reduction claims providing judicial validation of the claim of consumer deception are empirical evidence, although the documentation by the Earth Island Institute (2024) of the courts characterising sustainability claims as lipstick on a pig is judicial validation of consumer deception. In addition, consumer misunderstanding is a strategic failure in which targeting policies presume the existence of monolithic, sustainable consumer segments when the current evidence presented by von der Gathen et al. (2024) indicates that there exist eight distinct segments with dramatically low sustainability commitment and willingness to pay as low as 3% in Japan and as high as 36% in India.
Finally, the lack of efficient performance evaluation is caused by inadequacies of measurement systems. Lack of built-in dashboards that would combine the indicators of both marketing communications and indicators of operational sustainability lets rhetoric-reality gaps go unnoticed until they are revealed by an outside examination. The very notion of a reputational reservoir introduced by Greyser (2009) is especially applicable in the case of greenwashing litigation: decades of building brand equity through decades of brand-building turn the valuable brand equity into a liability in cases when the operations of the company do not meet the marketing promises.
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[bookmark: _Toc218612768]4.1 Operational Authenticity and Market Leadership
Coca-Cola needs to radically shift its positioning strategy from forfeiting to the positioning strategy of reacting to a proactive transformation that determines consumer expectations. The framework presented by Sheth and Parvatiyar (2021) asserts that marketing requires a two-dimensional change of focus on sustainability as opposed to consumption (p. 2), which necessitates taking an active role in driving the development of the market. The fact that the existing studies indicate that the focus is on high-impact behaviours, with only 1.04% that has been identified, as stated by White et al. (2025), implies that much can be done to transform things.
To implement this, it is necessary to reverse the historical trend where operations were developed before communications so that transformation will create a legitimate foundation first. The difference between strategic sustainability practices that create competitive differentiation and typical practices that show what is expected in a certain industry as provided by Ioannou and Serafeim (2019) implies the need to find investments that would initiate both environmental and competitive benefits. The study of Berns et al. (2009) shows that 92% of executives discuss sustainability, but most of the initiatives bring minimal business benefits and need stringent assessment structures. The best practices by the Institute of Sustainability Studies (2024) focus on the aspect of authenticity by operational transformation before the communication campaigns.
[bookmark: _Toc218612769]4.2 Circular Systems and Infrastructure Investment
Coca-Cola needs to focus on the infrastructure development that will allow the use of reusable packaging systems with the help of technological innovation. The fact that UV fluorescence imaging can offer a similar level of sensitivity to ATP swabbing and offers complete coverage of the surface plus a throughput of multiple of ten per second (Woolley et al. 352-353) demonstrates that addressing food safety issues – the number one consumer barrier – technologically is viable. The three-phase approach adopted by Frishammar et al. (2025) should be implemented: the assessment of circular capabilities by involving ecosystem partners, enhancing the delivery organisation with specific teams, and adopting the idea of continuous agile experimentation that facilitates fast iteration.
Pilot implementation is recommended to be in geographies with the best collection infrastructure potentials, namely Germany, Sweden and Japan, with a collection rate above 80 per cent (Feber et al., 2025), and then extend to those markets that need to develop their infrastructure. The projection of the economic opportunity through plastic recycling of £50-75 billion in the future, according to Wallach (2025), proves that it is commercially viable, but the investment would require tremendous capital commitment to reach that level, which would need prioritisation by the executive and support by the shareholders.
The market trend of early movers is supported by the forecast by InsightAce Analytic (2025) of a 6.8 per cent CAGR growth in the beverage industry circular economy. Reallocation of the budget should focus more on infrastructure investment (between 2 and 3 billion towards circular economy systems) rather than on purely communicative marketing, inverting the historical trends but spending enough on marketing to educate consumers on the circular systems.
[bookmark: _Toc218612770]4.3 Technology Combination and Consumer Interaction
Coca-Cola needs to speed up the digital transformation using a three-stage framework of digitisation, digitalisation, and digital transformation suggested by Verhoeff et al. (2021). Reverse logistics should be optimised with the focus of AI-enabled personalisation; in this case, according to the research conducted by Davenport et al. (2020), AI offers the most value in marketing areas. Virtual brand ambassador implementation at Gen Z is a strategic priority since Shi (2023) records that 75% of them subscribe to virtual influences, with 40% already having made purchases of promoted products, which presents a benefit in sensitive environmental issues.
According to the analysis by Kamkankaew et al. (2025), there are brands which, being genuinely committed to sustainability, will achieve a competitive advantage, but it will be necessary to balance between innovation, compliance, and consumer comprehension. The dual nature of social media in the study by Dwivedi et al. (2021) demands two-way communication methods that consider adverse word-of-mouth exposures. The study conducted by Tran and Wang (2021) highlights the point of genuine interaction, whereas the analysis of Verhoeff and Bijmolt (2019) reports that more than 79% of executives accept that there are data reliability concerns, indicating that data quality is an essential success factor. The analysis by Henning-Thurau et al. (2004) that social benefits are the most powerful electronic word-of-mouth motivation indicates that gamification should be considered a combination of social recognition with economic compensation on bottle returns.
[bookmark: _Toc218612771]4.4 Reputation Rebuilding and Trust Rebuilding
Coca-Cola needs to adopt a holistic crisis response by rebuilding strategies which require focus on stakeholder protection. According to the theory of Combs (2007), the allegations of greenwashing must be fully apologised for, paid, and corrected, and it is important to note that any crisis must be addressed first by ensuring that the stakeholders are not harmed but by protecting the reputation (p. 165). The application needs open recognition that sustainability communications went on with a lack of an operation base.
The concept of brand repositioning should take advantage of the advice offered by Aaker (2004), who states that reconnection with original roots is possible via the introduction of the original glass bottle systems, and the transition to a circular economy and shift back to sources is positioned as a turn. The fact that partnerships with environmental organisations, certification bodies and researchers with external validation are acceptable as long as the brands are associated with credible organisations, as stated by Keller (2003), supports the need to form partnerships with these organisations. The analysis by Guevara and Dib (2022) focuses more on transparency and accountability as a key precondition, and the study by de Souza Barbosa et al. (2023) focuses on the authentic signals of commitment as what needs to be in place to restore trust. The analysis by Zervoudi et al. (2025) highlights the effectiveness of sustainability marketing by pointing out that it requires an operational authenticity over communication sophistication and that combining marketing and operations integratively instead of acting independently of each other is the way to go.
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