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This report examines Coca-Cola's strategic position in the global beverage industry. Focus on the growing pressure posed by changes in consumer preferences, regulatory adjustments and sustainability issues. In recent years, the industry has become increasingly complex, especially due to increased health awareness and policy interventions such as sugar taxes (Pineda et al., 2024).

For a long time, Coca-Cola has benefitted from its strong brand recognition and extensive global distribution network, it is the proof of its market leadership. However, it is increasingly clear that the company's traditional depend on sugary products brings long-term strategic risks.

Although Coca-Cola has launched a series of low-sugar and sugar-free products and implemented a number of sustainable development initiatives. However, its overall transformation seems to be progressing slowly and has not achieved a fundamental change. Therefore, the report believes that if the company wants to maintain its competitive position in the future, it needs to turn more actively to healthier products and more substantive environmental protection strategies.
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Coca-Cola is one of the most recognisable companies in the global beverage industry. It operates in more than 200 countries and has a wide product portfolio, covering soft drinks, bottled water and juices (Simamora, Putra and Pinardi, 2024; The Coca-Cola Company, 2024). Its success is largely attributed to its strong brand influence and the ability to distribute products globally. 

However, the business environment in which it operates has undergone significant changes. Public concern over sugar intake and obesity has led to a decline in demand for traditional carbonated beverages (Linda J. Cobiac et al., 2024). At the same time, environmental issues, particularly plastic waste, have received increasing attention, putting greater pressure on large beverage producers (Arijeniwa et al., 2024). 

As a result, Coca-Cola now faces a more complex strategic environment than in the past. This report uses key strategic models to assess the company's response to these changes and whether its current development direction is sufficient to achieve long-term success.
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External analysis focuses on the broader macro and industry-level factors that influence a company's performance. This section uses the PESTEL framework to analyse the external macro environment and the Porter's Five Forces model to assess the competitive landscape of the beverage industry.
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A PESTEL-informed analysis of the external environment suggests that Coca-Cola is not merely adapting to change, but confronting deeper structural contradictions

A more critical evaluation of the external environment suggests that Coca-Cola is not merely adapting to change, but confronting deeper structural contradictions that call into question the sustainability of its core strategic advantages. Although the company's strong brand assets and extensive global distribution network have historically been the basis of its competitive advantage, these capabilities are increasingly becoming constraints rather than advantages under changing regulatory, social and environmental pressures (Adiguzer and Ergen, 2025; Christine et al., 2025).

For example, the improvement of health awareness and regulatory interventions such as the British soft drink industry tax not only pose a challenge to the performance of Coca-Cola's traditional high-sugar product portfolio, but also shake its core value proposition (Linda J. Cobiac et al., 2024). Although the company has launched zero-sugar and re-formula products, these initiatives remain largely gradual and are primarily focussed on preserving traditional brands. This reflects a more fundamental strategy corner: Coca-Cola's brand assets are deeply rooted in products that are increasingly considered unhealthy. It is means that repositioning efforts may damage the brand image that supports its market power. Therefore, the company's strategic flexibility is structurally limited, making it difficult to match the health-oriented consumption trend. This is consistent with the concept of path dependence. Because historical strategic choices limit future strategic choices (Taibi Voigts, Ogunmokun and Egbetokun, 2025).

Similarly, Coca-Cola's global scale and distribution capacity, which has long been regarded as a key competitive advantage. So it may gradually reduce its strategic value in the context of changing consumer behaviour. With increasing economic pressures and increasing price sensitivity. In emerging markets, people’s demand is increasingly polarised, either choosing low-cost alternatives or choosing high-end, health-oriented products (PwC, 2025). In this environment, Coca-Cola faces the risk of strategically "stuck in the middle". Its scale can no longer ensure cost leadership and its brand is not enough to support high-end positioning (Islami, Mustafa and Topuzovska Latkovikj, 2020). Crucially, it shows that scale not only does not enhance competitiveness, but may also reduce strategic flexibility and responsiveness in fragmented markets.

Environmental pressure further highlights a key misalignment in Coca-Cola's business model. Despite the company's public commitment to recyclable packaging and sustainable development initiatives. It is still one of the largest manufacturers of plastic waste in the world (Cowger et al., 2024). This not only indicates that there is a gap in its implementation, but also reflects a deeper inconsistency between its operational model and the expectations of stakeholders. In fact, the scale that once helped it achieve efficiency and global expansion has now amplified its environmental impact. This exacerbated the risk of reputation, and made it more vulnerable to regulatory intervention. This reflects the increasing pressure from stakeholders on enterprises, requiring their business models to be in line with broader social expectations (Sulemana et al., 2025).

Overall, these dynamics show that Coca-Cola's current strategy, which is characterised by gradual adjustment. This may strengthen path dependence rather than promote meaningful transformation. Although this practice may protect short-term performance. It has failed to solve the problem of the increasingly disconnection between the company's core business model and the external environment. As emphasised in the strategic management literature, sustainable competitive advantage depends not only on the use of existing capabilities, but also on the continuous relevance of these capabilities under changing conditions (Teece, 2025). In the case of Coca-Cola, this raises a more fundamental concern: its existing advantages may no longer be fully applicable to the emerging market environment, but may become a structural obstacle to long-term competitiveness.
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A more comprehensive analysis of industry trends shows that Coca-Cola has always had a stable competitive position. But nowadays, it is increasingly affected by structural pressure. These pressures pose a challenge to the sustainability of its core strengths. Although the company still benefits from the scale advantages of strong brand assets and global distribution networks, it is becoming increasingly difficult to effectively utilise these advantages in a changing market environment (Teece, 2025).

The competitive pattern is still fierce, but its nature is changing. Companies like Pepsi are increasingly competing through health-oriented innovation and product portfolio diversification (PepsiCo, 2026; Food Navigator, 2024). The competitive basis has shifted from the traditional brand dominance. In this case, the Coca-Cola brand is closely related to sugary drinks. This may limit rather than support its repositioning, and secondly, its strategic flexibility in responding to health-driven demand changes. This reflects a form of path dependence, that is, existing capacity limits strategic change (Teece, 2025).

At the same time, consumers' preference for healthier drinks such as water and tea is increasing. This highlights a deeper challenge: Coca-Cola is not only facing competition for alternatives, but also the demand for core product categories is gradually declining (Mintel, 2024; Innova Market Insights, 2023). This is consistent with the transformation of consumer values. Because today's competitive advantage depends on whether it can adapt to changing customer preferences, rather than relying on past strengths (Chaudhuri, Gupta and Sharma, 2024; McKinsey, 2025).

As consumers become more sensitive to price, brand loyalty declines. The pressure exerted by large retailers on pricing and shelf space has continued to increase the bargaining power of buyers. This further aggravated the situation. Therefore, Coca-Cola's ability to maintain its high-end positioning is increasingly limited, making it difficult for it to differentiate in a fiercely competitive market (Chaudhuri, Gupta and Sharma, 2024; Ren et al., 2025).

In addition, although economies of scale have traditionally been the support of Coca-Cola's efficiency, they may now weaken its ability to respond to fragmentation and market segmentation trends. Especially when smaller new entrants are targeting the areas of health and sustainability, coupled with environmental pressures and rising packaging costs. This shows that Coca-Cola's scale may amplify rather than mitigate its strategic challenges, reflecting the growing expectations of stakeholders for its sustainability (Hamdi, 2024; Liu and Wong, 2024).

Overall, these dynamics show that Coca-Cola's competitive advantage is becoming increasingly difficult to transfer under changing market conditions. These factors not only cannot consolidate its long-term status, but may also cause structural rigidity. People are worried about whether the company can adapt beyond gradual change. As pointed out in the strategic management literature, continuous competitive advantage depends on the continuous coordination of internal capabilities and external conditions (Hajiheydari et al., 2023; Teece, 2025).
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Internal analysis not only identified Coca-Cola's key resources and capabilities, but also critically evaluated whether it still had strategic relevance under changing market conditions. This analysis does not assume that strong assets will automatically turn into competitive advantages. It highlights the growing mismatch between Coca-Cola's existing capabilities and the evolving competitive landscape (Pitellis et al., 2025; Teece, 2025). This shows that the company's strategic challenge is not the lack of resources, but the weakening effectiveness of its traditional advantages.
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The Resource-Based View (RBV) believes that sustainable competitive advantage depends not only on valuable resources, but also on the continuous relevance and effective utilisation of these resources (Monson, 2024; Chen, 2026). The Coca-Cola brand is still its core strategic asset, supporting global popularity and customer loyalty (Joseph, Sivakumaran and Matthew, 2020; Chernev, 2025). However, Coca-Cola's extensive distribution network enables it to achieve efficient operations and market coverage in many regions (Ugrinov et al., 2024; Ugrinov, Cockalo and Bakator, 2024).

However, these resources are increasing characterised by strategic constraints. Coca-Cola's brand assets are closely linked to its image as a producer of sugary drinks. This limits the credibility of its repositioning in the health-focussed market (Panidi, Grebenschkova and Klucharev, 2023; Remedios et al., 2024). Therefore, the company faces a fundamental dilemma: using its brand will strengthen its existing positioning, while transforming it may weaken the fundamental assets that support its competitive advantage.

In addition, despite Coca-Cola's strength, its ability to respond to changes in consumer preferences, especially in healthier products, is limited (Simamora, Putra and Pinaldi, 2024 b; Zhang, 2025). This shows that the problem is not the lack of resources, but the company's ability to effectively redistribute resources. Without such adaptability, existing capabilities may reinforce path dependence rather than drive strategic renewal, it is consistent with the perspective of dynamic capabilities (Camuffo, Gambardella and Kazemi, 2025; Teece, 2025).
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Value chain analysis further reveals how Coca-Cola creates and acquires value in its operations (Quinter and Nyenyi, 2024; Shao, 2025). The company has shown special advantages in marketing and distribution, and continuous advertising investment has consolidated its global brand influence (Chu, 2020; Simamora, Putra and Pinardi, 2024 b). Its distribution system ensures the high availability of products and supports its market dominance (Simamora, Putra and Pinardi, 2024 b; Coca-Cola, 2024).

However, this configuration highlights the structural imbalance in value creation. Coca-Cola's reliance on marketing-driven growth shows that its competitive advantage is maintained through brand strengthening rather than product innovation (Simamora, Putra and Pinardi, 2024 b). Against the backdrop of consumer preferences shifting to health and sustainability. This imbalance could weaken the company's long-term competitiveness.

In addition, although rely on filling partners for operational efficiency may weaken strategic control. And limit the ability to respond to changing market and regulatory conditions (Kayed et al., 2025). This shows that some links in Coca-Cola's value chain. Although efficient it may lack the flexibility needed to support more fundamental strategic transformations.
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SWOT analysis highlights the interaction between Coca-Cola's internal capabilities and its broader strategic positioning. The company's strong global brand and extensive distribution network remain its key advantages (Simamora, Putra and Pinardi, 2024 b; Zhong, 2024). However, these advantages are increasingly weakened by the internal weaknesses associated with the change in consumption patterns.

In particular, there is a growing demand for low-sugar and healthier drinks. Some ongoing health-related criticisms have exposed the limitations of Coca-Cola's existing product portfolio (Lara-Castor et al., 2025; Zhang, 2025). Although there are opportunities to expand healthier product categories and emerging markets (Zhang, 2025; Yahoo Finance, 2026), the company's ability to take advantage of these opportunities is limited by its current strategic positioning.

The key is that this has caused the inconsistency between Coca-Cola's internal advantages and the direction of market development. These capabilities not only do not strengthen their competitive advantages, but may also prevent companies from effectively responding to changing expectations. Thus increasing the risk of short-term advantages evolving into long-term strategic limitations.

Overall, Coca-Cola's traditional advantages are brand assets, scale and distribution channels, which are still significant. However, its strategic flexibility is increasingly limited. Although these capabilities contribute to short-term performance, they may restrict the company's ability to adapt to changing market needs.

This shows that Coca-Cola's key strategic challenge is not to acquire new resources, but to redeploy existing resources to maintain long-term competitiveness (Teece, 2025).
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Coca-Cola's strategic positioning is still largely based on differentiation through brand assets and emotional attraction (Guo and wen, 2021). Although this has historically helped to maintain customer loyalty and achieve premium pricing. Its effectiveness is increasingly being challenged by the shift of consumer preferences to functional benefits and value considerations (FMCG Gurus, 2025). Therefore, brand-driven differentiation alone may not be enough to maintain competitive advantages. This reflects the need to strengthen product-based different.

The company's growth strategy also reflects its adaptability, but it is mainly a gradual adjustment. Through product development, market expansion and business diversification covering the acquisition of companies such as Costa Coffee, Coca-Cola has responded to the changing market environment (Le, 2023; Eichhorn, 2025). However, most of these initiatives are extensions of the existing business, rather than a fundamental remodelling of the business. This indicates that although the company is adjusting, its response may lack the scale and speed required to respond to deeper structural changes in consumer behaviour (Zhang, 2025).

Overall, Coca-Cola's strategy seems to maintain its short-term competitiveness, but may not be enough to ensure its long-term market position. The key question is not whether the company is adapting to the changes. It depends on whether its current strategy is transformative enough to maintain a competitive advantage in a changing market (Omoro and Juma, 2025).
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Although Coca-Cola has launched sustainable development initiatives such as recyclable packaging, these initiatives are still largely passive rather than transformative (Lin, 2022). This further confirms previous findings on strategic inconsistencies.

In order to solve the limitations of the current brand-led differentiation, Coca-Cola should accelerate investment in low-sugar and sugar-free products to better adapt to health-oriented needs (Ren et al., 2025). At the same time, it should also adopt a more comprehensive circular sustainable development model to narrow the gap between its scale and environmental impact (Zhu et al., 2022).

In addition, enhancing innovation helps to rebalance its value chain and reduce over-reliance on marketing. And improve the ability to respond to changing consumer preferences. Finally, expansion in emerging markets should focus on locally relevant, health-oriented products, rather than expanding the existing product portfolio.

In general, a more fundamental strategic reorganisation is needed, because gradual adaptation is unlikely to maintain long-term competitiveness (Paavola and Cuthbertson, 2022).
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Coca-Cola is still one of the most well-known trademarks in the world, and its development is due to its strong distribution ability and marketing expertise. However, the external environment is becoming more and more severe, mainly due to health problems, environmental pressures and fierce competition.

This analysis highlights the obvious contradiction between Coca-Cola's traditional advantages and changing market expectations. Although the company has taken some adaptation measures through product innovation and sustainable development initiatives, its current practises seem to be mostly gradual.

In the long run, Coca-Cola's success will depend on whether it can implement more decisive and transformative strategies to adapt to changing consumer preferences and sustainable development requirements.
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