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Overview of Issue 

On August 9, 2015, The New York Times published the article “Coca-Cola Funds Scientists 
Who Shift Blame for Obesity Away From Bad Diets” on the front page of their widely read 
newspaper (2.2 million print subscribers with nearly 1.6 digital customers).1 This exposé by 
Anahad O’Connor detailed how Coca-Cola, the world’s largest producer of sugary beverages, 
had financially supported a new “science-based” solution to the obesity crisis, which is: to 
maintain a healthy weight, get more exercise and worry less about cutting calories.2 The article 
noted that Coca-Cola teamed up with influential scientists by providing funding to a nonprofit 
organization called the Global Energy Balance Network (GEBN) to spread their message. 
O’Connor wrote, “Health experts say this 
message is misleading and part of an effort by 
Coke to deflect criticism about the role sugary 
drinks have played in the spread of obesity and 
Type 2 diabetes.”2 By supporting a nonprofit 
that downplays the effect of sugary drinks on 
diet, O’Connor infers that Coca-Cola is 
engaging in a conflict of interest with GEBN. 
The article continued by stating how much 
money Coca-Cola has allocated to various 
doctors and Universities that are associated 
with GEBN and how medical research from 
prominent studies dictate that exercise alone 
will not curb obesity.   

GEBN, the nonprofit that Coca-Cola financially 
supported, produces research that emphasizes 
the importance of exercise in relation to weight 
loss and even goes so far as to promote the 
intake of more calories. According to GEBN, 
energy is another word for "calories" and your 
energy balance is the balance of calories consumed through eating and drinking compared to 
calories burned through physical activity. They stated: Halting weight gain should be less about 
dieting and more about maintaining an active lifestyle and eating more calories.4 GEBN claims 
that they will “make meaningful contributions to the broader community's efforts to improve 
public health.”4 Dr. Steven Blair, the co-founder of GEBN explains that "GEBN is the first 
organization to use the energy balance model as a framework for thinking about changing 
current systems and policies to improve health. Our model highlights the need to measure both 
energy expenditure and intake when assessing body weight changes." 4  

Health experts, traditional media, and social media responded to the New York Time’s article 
rapidly and with a negative tone. This forced Coca-Cola’s C-Suite of executives to release 
several statements and perhaps to change their behavior to be a more transparent company. 
GEBN also released many statements and were vocal about their authoritative and unbiased 
ownership of all of their research. This issue created a public relations crisis that made a 
significant splash shortly after the New York Times article was printed and has a potential to 
make a significant impact on Coca-Cola’s image. 

(source:	http://www.dispatch.com/content/stories/insight/2015/08/16/01-sugar-
coated.html)	
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About The Coca-Cola Company and The Global Energy Balance Network 

According to their 2014 annual report, The Coca-Cola Company is the world’s largest beverage 
company. They own or license more than 500 nonalcoholic beverage brands (primarily sparkling 
beverages) but also a variety of waters, juices, teas, and energy drinks. They also own four of 
the world’s top five nonalcoholic sparkling beverage brands: Coca-Cola, Diet Coke, Fanta, and 
Sprite.5 In this report they noted their success depends on their ability to connect with 
consumers by providing them with a wide variety of choices to meet their desires, needs and 
lifestyle choices. The annual report also listed several risk factors that could affect their 
business, financial conditions or results of future operations. One of these risk factors is how 
obesity concerns may reduce demand for some of their products. The report stated: 

There is growing concern among consumers, public health professionals and government 
agencies about the health problems associated with obesity. In addition, some 
researchers, health advocates and dietary guidelines are suggesting that consumption of 
sugar-sweetened beverages, including those sweetened with HFCS or other nutritive 
sweeteners, is a primary cause of increased obesity rates and are encouraging 
consumers to reduce or eliminate consumption of such products.5 

This is truly something that should make Coca-Cola concerned. According to the New 
York Times article “The Decline of ‘Big Soda,’” over the last 20 years, sales of full-calorie 
soda in the United States have plummeted by more than 25 percent.6 Margot Sanger-
Katz, the author of the article stated that Americans are actively trying to avoid the 
sugary drinks and the drop in consumption is the single largest change in the American 
diet in the last decade. 

Coca-Cola’s mission, vision, and values states, “The world is changing all around us. To 
continue to thrive as a business over the next ten years and beyond, we must look ahead, 
understand the trends and forces that will shape our business in the future and move swiftly to 

prepare for 
what's to come. 
We must get 
ready for 
tomorrow 
today.”7 If 
Coca-Cola 
wants to 
increase sales 
again, they 
need to find a 
way to address 
the issues that 
are causing the 
decline and 
either change 
the product or 
change 
consumer 
behavior.  

(Image	source:	http://www.riskmanagementmonitor.com/soda-giants-pop-the-top-on-better-for-you-business/) 
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In 2014 Coca-Cola donated $1.5 million to Global Energy Balance Network (GEBN), a non-profit 
research group that is run by university scientists. “The Global Energy Balance Network (GEBN) 
is a newly formed, voluntary public-private, not-for-profit organization dedicated to identifying 
and implementing innovative solutions–based on the science of energy balance–to prevent and 
reduce diseases associated with inactivity, poor nutrition and obesity.”9 In addition to this, Coca-
Cola donated approximately $4 million to projects lead by GEBN’s co-founders, as well as $1 
million to the University of Colorado Foundation for the objective of funding the GEBN. 

Conflict of Interest 
 

A conflict of interest is “a conflict between the private interests and the official responsibilities of 
a person in a position of trust.”10 Dr. John Abramson from the Harvard Medical School wrote an 
article in 2011 about conflicts of interest and looking at the source of payments for the studies. 
He wrote that when doctors look to solutions for health problems, they turn to medical research, 
experts in the field, journals, and clinical practice guidelines. They expect to find evidence-
based results. He wrote that this has changed:  

Before 1970, the vast majority of clinical research was funded by government sources. In 
1991, 70 percent of clinical research was commercially funded, but about 80 percent of 
this research was still being done in universities, where academic checks and balances 
supported the independence of researchers. By 2004, however, only 26 percent of this 
research was conducted in academic medical centers. The rest was conducted by for-
profit research companies, a trend that continues today. And by 2009, 85 percent of 
clinical trials were commercially funded.11 

Dr. Abramson conjectured that when medical research is operated through private contracts, 
the funder is able to influence the study design and published results. While the information that 
Dr. Abramson looked at was sponsored by drug companies, Coca-Cola, a consumer product 
company, was funding doctors to supply medical advice. He wrote, “The fundamental reason 
that companies create and distribute this information is to fulfill their primary fiduciary 
responsibilities to their shareholders and investors. Increasing product sales increases 
corporate bottom lines.”11 Even though Coca-Cola is not in the medical field, GEBN’s research 
is and their research could have an impact on Coca-Cola financially. To curb the problems with 
this research, Dr. Abramson recommends that we need to demand complete transparency so 
we’ll know when medical experts quoted by the media are receiving research funding or 
advising/consulting/speaking fees.11 The GEBN website failed to disclose corporate sponsors—
that is, until it was brought to their attention.   

Timeline: Coca-Cola’s Relationship with GEBN  

August 7, 2012: Rhona Applebaum, PhD, VP, Chief Scientific & Regulatory Officer of The 
Coca-Cola Company delivered a presentation called “Balancing the Debate. The Food Industry: 
Trends & Opportunities” at the 29th International Sweetener Symposium.12 In the presentation, 
Applebaum introduced Coca-Cola’s defensive and offensive science and research goals: to 
gather and interpret evidence-based science through research partners and promote the 
science with the public and consumers. On the next page, the slide form her symposium 
presentation hints at what was going behind the scenes with Coca-Cola and GEBN. 
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(source: http://www.phaionline.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/08/Rhona-Applebaum.pdf) 

2008-2014: Coca-Cola gave nearly $4 million in funding to projects led by GEBN co-founders 
Dr. Steven Blair, professor of exercise science and biostatistics at the University of South 
Carolina’s Arnold School of Public Health, and Gregory Hand, dean of the West Virginia School 
of Public Health. In 2014, Coca-Cola gave an unrestricted monetary gift of $1 million to the 
University of Colorado Foundation for the purposes of funding the GEBN. GEBN president Dr. 
James Hill is director of the University of Colorado’s Center for Human Nutrition. In total, Dr. 
Blair received more than $3.5 million in funding from Coke for research projects since 2008 with 
$1.5 million appointed for the GEBN. 
 
January 28, 2014: Yoni Freedhoff, MD, assistant professor at the University of Ottawa and 
obesity expert, wrote a paper called “Food Industry Curriculum Tells Kids: Outrun Your Fork.” 
The article criticized a curriculum that tells children to exercise more if they eat more.13 The 
curriculum was created by the Healthy Weight Commitment Foundation—a food industry funded 
coalition of over 250 organizations including Kraft, General Mills, PepsiCo, and Coca-Cola. 
 

December 5, 2014: Dr. Blair collaborated with Dr. Hill of the Anschutz Health and Wellness 
Center at the University of Colorado Denver to launch the GEBN. (See Appendix V: Selection 
from an e-mail asking scientists to join them at GEBN) 

December 19, 2014: Rhona Applebaum tweeted about the nonprofit GEBN without 
mentioning Coca-Cola’s ties to the group.  
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December 2014: Dr. Freedhoff noticed Rhona Applebaum’s tweet and wrote to the GEBN 
inquiring about its funding source. GEBN admitted to Dr. Freedhoff that Coca-Cola was funding 
the nonprofit.  

February 6, 2015: A disclosure was added to GEBN’s website about the unrestricted gift from 
Coca-Cola. 

March 31, 2015: GEBN officially launched to the public with a press release.15 The release 
announced that research papers and videos will be produced over the next few months and 
released to the public promoting energy balance.  

August 9, 2015: The New York Times printed the article “Coca-Cola Funds Scientists Who Shift 
Blame for Obesity Away From Bad Diets.” This article stated that The Coca-Cola Company is 
backing a “science-based” solution to the obesity crisis through funding GEBN and that 
research funded by the beverage industry tends to reach conclusions that differ from the 
findings of studies by independent scientists. The research that GEBN is producing is favorable 
to the Coca-Cola Company. The article also mentioned Dr. Freedhoff as one of the people who 
exposed the relationship between the GEBN and The Coca-Cola Company. 

August 10, 2015: Coca-Cola disclosed details of its financial support to a great number of 
health organizations and initiatives. The Coca-Cola Foundation awarded a total of $26.2 million 
USD in grants to 74 community organizations in the first half of 2015. Over the past five years 
Coca-Cola donated more than $118 million to medical groups, researchers, and fitness 
programs.16  

August 20, 2015: Coca-Cola vowed to improve transparency when supporting research and 
non-profit organizations. 

August 2015: The GEBN’s Facebook page and a video from their website were taken down. 

November 6, 2015: The University of Colorado and GEBN announced that the $1 million gift 
from Coca-Cola was returned.  
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November: The Asociated Press (AP) revealed emails that Coke fully knew about GEBN and 
had an influence over their operations. Rhona Applebaum was the main liaison between Coca-
Cola and GEBN’s Dr. Hill. 

November 24, 2015: Coca-Cola announced that Rhona Applebaum has resigned from her 
position as Chief Scientific & Regulatory Officer 

November 30: GEBN closes down. 

Coca-Cola’s Response To New York Times Article 

Coca-Cola’s response to the New York Times article was immediate, if not conflicting. The day 
after the article came out, Dr. Ed Hayes, the Chief Technical Officer of Coca-Cola who is 
responsible for developing new beverages and overseeing scientific partnerships, wrote a blog 
post on Coca-Cola’s website entitled “Setting the Record Straight on Coca-Cola and Scientific 
Research.”17 In the post, Dr. Hayes wrote how he was “dismayed” by the New York Times’ 
“inaccurate portrayal” of Coca-Cola. He believed that the scientific funding research that Coca-
Cola funded was essential and that Coca-Cola was “proud to support” the global obesity crisis. 
He then stated that their consumers are smart and can select the calories and ingredient 
contents that fit with their lifestyle. He said that Coca-Cola believes that regular exercise and a 
balanced diet are essential for a healthy lifestyle.17   

Ten days after Dr. Hayes published his blog, on August 20, 2015, Coca-Cola’s CEO, Muhtar 
Kent wrote an op-ed that appeared in The Wall Street Journal. His article was in strong contrast 
to Dr. Hayes blog perhaps due to negative reaction to the New York Times’ expose. He wrote 
that the way Coca-Cola engaged with the scientific communities to tackle the global obesity 
crisis was not working.18 He said the company reflected on the reaction to the recent news 
stories and was disappointed that the actions taken by Coca-Cola created more confusion and 
mistrust. He stated that, “by supporting research and nonprofit organizations, we seek to foster 
more science-based knowledge to better inform the debate about how to deal with the obesity 
epidemic.” Kent said that Coca-Cola will be a more transparent company. Therefore, he tasked 
Coca-Cola North America President, Sandy Douglas, with publishing a list of all research 
activities that they have funded in the last five years on a website.  

Kent also vowed that they will put together a steering committee to oversee company 
investments in academic research. He said that Coca-Cola will continue to engage leading 
experts to explore future opportunities for academic research investment and health and well-
being initiatives. They will also bring best practices internationally. He concluded, “It is my hope 
that our critics will receive us with an open mind. At times we will agree and at times we will 
passionately disagree. The one thing we all have in common—we care.”18 

Coca-Cola followed up on the promises of CEO Kent by creating the “Our Commitment to 
Transparency” website. The site lists research initiatives and programs supported by Coca-Cola 
North America over the past five years. This includes donations to numerous organizations 
including the American Cancer Society, the Boys & Girls Clubs, the Special Olympics, and 
many universities and sports teams. The site states that the financial support was “made with 
the best of intentions to support solutions to public health issues facing people today.” This step 
almost fulfills the intentions by Kent. However, there are a few omissions to the list. In the FAQ 
section of their new site, they posted: 
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We have included research funding provided by Coca-Cola North America (CCNA) or 
The Coca-Cola Company’s U.S. corporate headquarters to entities based in the U.S. or 
Canada for research relating to dietary intake, nutrition, and health, or to physical 
activity. We have excluded research by entities not based in the U.S. or Canada and not 
funded by Coca-Cola North America (CCNA) or by The Coca-Cola Company’s U.S. 
corporate headquarters. Also excluded are research on ingredients, packaging, 
products, or brands that is not related to dietary intake, nutrition, and health, or to 
physical activity, and research and development on new ingredients, packaging, 
products, or brands.16 

In fine print at the bottom of their Transparency list is the following: 

Under our contracts with certain organizations, we are obligated to obtain the 
organization’s permission to make disclosures like those above. We have made a good 
faith effort to obtain permission from these organizations, but have not secured it from 
every organization. The aggregate amount of funding provided to these organizations 
over the past five years is $679,000.16 

While Coca-Cola released a comprehensive list of organizations they have funded, there are 
still a few omissions—which does not make Coca-Cola fully transparent. These two notes above 
leave some room open for skepticism since they are not being open about all donations—
though some have contractual obligations not to mention the sponsorship. They also do not list 
companies that are based outside of the U.S. which may flag some concern as Coke is one of 
the top five most valuable brands worldwide.19 On January 20, 2014, the UK Channel 4 
Dispatches investigative television program aired an expose that accused scientists of advising 
health ministers on sugar--which is a conflict of interest due to funds some scientists are 
receiving from the food industry. The program claimed that five out of the seven members of the 
Scientific Advisory Committee on nutrition carbohydrates panel are receiving funds in some way 
from Mars, Unilever, and Coca-Cola.20 This problem may in fact be a global issue and 
transparency is needed worldwide.  

GEBN’s Response To New York Times Article 

Like Coca-Cola, GEBN’s response was immediate. They released multiple statements on their 
website in reaction to the New York Times article. The first statement was released on August 
11, 2015, two days after article. The statement was from Dr. Hill, President of the Global Energy 
Balance Network. To justify his credibility, Hill wrote, “As a researcher on weight control and 
obesity for more than 25 years, I can say unequivocally that diet is a critical component of 
weight control, as are exercise, stress management, sleep, and environmental and other 
factors.”21 He continued to say that singling out one of those factors is a problem since obesity 
is not the result of a single cause. Dr. Hill said that the funding by Coca-Cola will build the 
infrastructure for GEBN and bring together a consortium of scientists to help battle obesity. He 
also stated that GEBN research is independent and not dictated or subject to approval by Coca-
Cola. He concluded that, “Industry collaboration with higher education is a common practice 
today, and the University of Colorado has policies and procedures in place that adhere to high 
standards of professional and ethical conduct.” This last statement is key to the study, in that 
the University of Colorado rejected the funds three months later. Therefore, their policies and 
procedures in place that adhere to professional and ethical conduct found some discrepancies 
in the origin of fund. 
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On August 16, 2015, the GEBN Steering Committee released a second statement saying that 
they received numerous positive and negative comments and that they will be addressed within 
the week. The statement read: 

GEBN welcomes the opportunity to engage in a global debate and discussion on the 
science and application of energy balance to promote health and reduce chronic 
disease. GEBN also welcomes scrutiny and constructive criticism. We respect our critics 
and ask that they respect us in return. The recent media attention has raised important 
issues about the goal and mission of GEBN. We have taken these comments very 
seriously and are in the process of clarifying these issues here on our website.22 

Perhaps clarifying their issues meant removing the controversial messages that lead to the 
story. When they were faced with numerous comments about the New York Times article, 
research, videos and even their Facebook page were removed.  

The third statement released on August 19, 2015, involved the issue of taking down a video 
addressing energy balance on the GEBN website.23 The video—which cannot be found online 
anywhere except embedded within news video clips25—features Dr. Blair who says that it is not 
so much as what you put into your body, but the lack of physical activity that you exert that is 
causing obesity. He continued in the video, “The focus in the popular media and the scientific 
press is that [consumers] are eating too much…blaming fast food, blaming sugary drinks [the 
video imagery shows a Coke and Sprite bottle] and there’s virtually no compelling evidence that, 
that is in fact the cause.” In the third statement on the website, Dr. Blair wrote that he regretted 
that the statement he made in the video has been used by some to brand GEBN as an 
organization that focuses only on physical activity—not that he regretted making the statement. 
However, he continued, “GEBN has some of the top nutritionist experts in the world who have 
published research showing the importance of diet and in particular of soda consumption in 
causing obesity. My dismissal of diet as a cause of obesity did a disservice to their work.” 23 He 
concluded that diet and physical activity were both important in obesity research.  

Tucked away in their ‘About’ page—not as hidden as the Coca-Cola funding disclosure—was 
the GEBN response that was mentioned in their Steering Committee statement from August 16. 
The lengthy response was for GEBN to clarify the mission their organization. As stated on the 
page, the goal of their organization was: 

…a forum for scientists with multiple points of view to discuss and debate what we know 
and what we don’t know about the science of energy balance. The aim is to identify how 
to best apply what we know about this science to create more effective ways to prevent 
and reduce obesity and to identify key areas where more research is needed. By 
engaging the food and physical inactivity industries (companies that market electronic 
devices, video games and other products that contribute to sedentary behavior) and 
public health practitioners, we can then apply this knowledge in the population.24 

They stressed that they were an independent consortium and believed in evidence-based 
debates. They also acknowledged that they received unrestricted funding from Coca-Cola and 
that the company has no input in the activities of GEBN. The group reiterated that they believed 
that food and physical inactivity play roles in reducing obesity. They wanted to stress this fact so 
much that it is now the first bullet point in their new GEBN Guiding Principles. In fact, the first 
three principles featured variations on how it is ineffective to focus on food alone. They also 
introduced the importance of Coca-Cola in helping solve the problem in their fourth principle that 
states, “Both the food industry and the physical activity industry have responsibility for6helping 
[sic] to reduce obesity and both need to devote resources and efforts toward this goal.”24 Even 
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though the principles and this page was put up in a timely manner, it was riddled with spelling 
and grammatical errors. 

After they listed their new principles, the GEBN created a FAQ section where, once again, they 
stressed that both physical activity and diet were critical for understanding obesity. The first 
question asked “Does the Global Energy Balance Network believe that physical activity is more 
important than diet for obesity?” Within answering the question, they once again tried to 
separate themselves from the video they posted on their own website by their Vice President. 
The answer read: 

Any assertion that GEBN is a group that downplays diet is incorrect. That is especially 
true if that assertion is based on a personal comment in a video featuring Dr. Steven 
Blair, . [sic] Dr. Blair’s personal views as expressed in the video do not accurately reflect 
the position of GEBN and for that reason he asked us to remove the video from our 
website and replace it with a personal statement clarifying his views on energy balance. 24 

Interestingly enough, there were a few more questions that were honestly transparent. GEBN 
admitted that they did not have the disclosure of Coca-Cola’s funds on its website until February 
of 2015. In addition, they admitted that the GEBN website was registered to Coca-Cola, “a 
mistake on our part.” They concluded that they were “enormously grateful” to Coca-Cola and 
were more than comfortable receiving funding from them. They stated, “We believe that we will 
better succeed in reducing obesity if we can work with the private sector—both on the food and 
physical activity sides of the energy balance equation—to help figure out how to change both 
diet and physical activity.”24 The final FAQ question asked them their overall response to the 
New York Times article, in which they responded that they were dismayed to see their 
organization portrayed as downplaying diet to benefit Coca-Cola, but that they were accepting 
responsibility for their mistakes. They stated, “We continue to believe that GEBN is needed and 
we are committed to making it work. We cannot afford to miss an opportunity to bring new 
thinking and new ideas to the table to develop more effective ways to reduce obesity.”24 

Over a month later on November 18, 2015, GEBN’s Steering Committee announced on their 
website that The University of Colorado and GEBN returned the $1 million gift from Coca-Cola 
over concerns about the funding source. It is interesting to note that they stressed that The 
University of Colorado and GEBN returned the money jointly after Dr. Hill (a University of 
Colorado professor) previously stated in GEBN’s first response to the New York Times article 
that the University had policies and procedures in place that adhere to high standards of 
professional and ethical conduct. It was these policies and the attention of the issue that caused 
the money to be returned—signifying that there was an issue in the funding source. The New 
York Times blog noted that the money was returned because “the funding source has distracted 
attention from its worthwhile goal.”26 The blog included the University of Colorado statement that 
said, “it had become evident that the original vision for GEBN has not been realized.” The 
admission from the University was quite damning and perhaps admitted that the funds were not 
allocated without bias. The blog noted that Coca-Cola will donate the money to the Boys & Girls 
Clubs of America.  

Traditional and Social Media Response to New York Times Article 

The New York Times article created a significant increase of news stories within traditional and 
social media. From Africa27 to Asia28, the story spread across the globe--though it was merely a 
blip on the radar compared to the simultaneously occurring scandals involving Volkswagen 
deliberately putting software in their diesel cars to fib emissions tests or Subway’s spokesman 
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troubles. This was a smaller issue, and one that is ongoing, that nonetheless peaked right after 
the New York Times article and once more in November when it was announced CU was giving 
back the money to Coca-Cola.  

For social media, users were quick to comment on the Coca-Cola/GEBN story. In the chart 
below, over 450 engagements (Facebook and Twitter) were made about GEBN, spiking right 
after the New York Times article on August 9, 2015 and with GEBN’s responses posted to their 
website. There is another surge in November with the CU announcement. 

 

While 450 engagements may not sound like a lot, there is the potential to reach a larger 
audience, assuming that some of the Tweets were from influencers. In the chart below, the total 
potential Twitter impressions are over a million impressions.   
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It is important to look at Coca-Cola as well. There are many combinations that could be used to 
search for the issue including GEBN, Coca-Cola, scientists, obesity, sugar, funding, etc. When 
combining the keywords Coca-Cola and obesity, the results were telling.  

 

There were over 2,300 tweets that talked about Coca-Cola and obesity from August-November, 
2015. The peaks, once again, came after the New York Times’ article and the November CU 
announcement. In the chart below, it can be determined that the 2,300 tweets may have 
reached an audience of over 5 million Twitter users—not an insignificant number.  

 



14	|	P a g e 	
	

Below are two examples of the many tweets that were sent regarding this issue: 

 

 

 

The mainstream media was also highly critical of Coca-Cola and GEBN. In the Huffington Post, 
Professor Dana Radcliffe said that Coca-Cola’s position on the GEBN ignores the critical facts 
about conflicts of interest. She wrote: 

Coca-Cola is supporting research--on matters vital to public health--that it knows is 
conflicted. It knows, too, that the conflicts are largely unconscious and not cured by 
disclosure. Given Coke's commitment to honesty and integrity in all of its operations, it 
has an obligation not to fund and disseminate research that fails to meet the demands of 
objectivity it makes of its own scientists when, internally, it requires sound, unbiased 
results.29 
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The USA Today also criticized the Coca-Cola funding of GEBN in the article, “Coke science isn’t 
the real thing: Our view” by their editorial board. They noted that the United States is facing an 
obesity crisis and consuming less soda would take a bite out of profits from the soda 
company—which is also facing extra taxes in many states.30 The authors then compared Coca-
Cola’s funding of scientists to a much larger crisis. They wrote: 

The beverage industry wouldn’t be the first to use prominent scientists to cast doubt on 
research that is inconvenient, though Coke and the scientists leading the GEBN deny 
that’s what they are up to. No industry did it better, longer and with more devastating 
result than the tobacco industry, which spent millions starting in the 1950s to fund 
research that raised doubts about smoking’s link to lung cancer.30 

Admittedly, the USA Today stated that soft drinks are far less dangerous than cigarettes, but 
they still believed that GEBN’s website, tweets, and videos came right out of “Big Tobacco’s 
playbook”—but in a digital era. 30 The USA Today is not the only media to compare Coca-Cola 
to Big Tobacco. In Medical News Today, the authors mentioned that three major tobacco 
companies - R.J. Reynolds, Philip Morris and Lorillard - paid a pool of six board-certified 
otolaryngologists to testify in over 50 cases, using methods to support their testimony that 
researchers deemed unscientific.31 Other media sites also compared Coca-Cola to the Big 
Tobacco including Forbes32, the UK’s Independent33, MSNBC34, The Washington Post35, and 
many more. 

The Fallout: Coca-Cola Goes Semi-Transparent, Not Clear 

“The Global Energy Balance Network is nothing but a front group for Coca-Cola. Coca-Cola’s 
agenda here is very clear: Get these researchers to confuse the science and deflect attention 
from dietary intake.” said Marion Nestle, author of the book “Soda Politics” and a professor of 
nutrition, food studies and public health at New York University.4 Coca-Cola was caught funding 
a nonprofit that provided research that backed the fiduciary interested of the soft drink company. 
Coca-Cola acknowledged the funding but maintained that they had no influence over GEBN. 

From the public relations standpoint, it appeared that Coca-Cola has perhaps learned their 
lesson with their press tour of atonement. From Sandy Douglas’ appointment to lead their 
transparency initiatives to CEO Kent’s proclamations that they will do better, Coca-Cola was 
getting in front of the issue. It seemed that they were listening to their critics and customers, 
willing to tell the truth, and proving their words with their actions. But, the trust was short lived. 

On November 24, 2015, The Associated Press published snippets of e-mails from Coca-Cola’s 
executives to GEBN’s scientists. (See Appendix IV: Excerpts of Emails Attained from the 
Associate Press from Coca-Cola to GEBN). These emails show that “the world's largest 
beverage maker was instrumental in shaping the Global Energy Balance Network. Coke helped 
pick the group's leaders, edited its mission statement and suggested articles and videos for its 
website.”37 Emails from Coca-Cola’s Rhona Applebaum to GEBN’s Dr. Hill demonstrate Coca-
Cola’s involvement with GEBN from the very beginning. The AP wrote, “In an email whose 
subject line is ‘Ready for a stimulus pkg?’ Applebaum tells Hill she has ‘sold the concept’ of 
what would become the Global Energy Balance Network. She later informs him those involved 
will need to be open about collaboration with private industry. ‘That is non-negotiable,’ she 
says.”38 The emails continue between Dr. Hill and Rosenbaum with Coca-Cola clearly 
influencing the stories and research that they want GEBN to release. Dr. Hill wrote, “It is not fair 
that Coca-Cola is signaled out as the #1 villain in the obesity world, but that is the situation and 
makes this your issue whether you like it or not. I want to help your company avoid the image of 
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being a problem in peoples' lives and back to being a company that brings important and fun 
things to them." What is even more troubling is that Coca-Cola’s CEO also had emails released. 
Kent emailed Applebaum for “reasons he could give talk show host Charlie Rose to invite (Dr.) 
Hill on his show.”38 The call to be transparent by Kent after the New York Times article was 
released just grew murkier. 
 
Anahad O’Connor, the author of the original New York Times article followed up his original 
piece with two more articles that detail the two main outcomes of the AP email leak. “Coca-
Cola’s top scientist is stepping down after revelations that the beverage giant initiated a strategy 
of funding scientific research that played down the role of Coke products in the spread of 
obesity,” wrote O’Connor.39 In the article, he wrote that Coca-Cola told him that Applebaum had 
made the decision to retire in October, but she was unable to reach to confirm. As for the CEO 
Kent appearing in one of the emails, O’Connor wrote that Kent said, “It has become clear to us 
that there was not a sufficient level of transparency with regard to the company’s involvement 
with the Global Energy Balance Network. Clearly, we have more work to do to reflect the values 
of this great company in all that we do.”39 Once again Kent is spouting transparency rhetoric. 
O’Connor also noted that Dr. Hill was unable to comment on the story and that he still remains 
employed by the University of Colorado.  
 
A week later O’Connor returned with one final article about Coca-Cola and GEBN. He wrote, “A 
group called the Global Energy Balance Network, led by scientists and created by Coca-Cola, 
announced this week that it was shutting down after months of pressure from public health 
authorities who said that the group’s mission was to play down the link between soft drinks and 
obesity.”40 He noted that GEBN removed all content from its website and was discontinuing 
operations “due to resource limitations.” Dr. Hill, the group’s president was unavailable to 
comment. But, Dr. Yoni Freedhoff, the obesity expert from the University of Ottawa who brought 
the scandal to the public and sparked O’Connor’s original New York Times article concluded, 
“Ultimately the Global Energy Balance Network was a megaphone for Coca-Cola, and now that 
Coca-Cola is no longer providing the funds to support that megaphone, it’s shutting down. I 
think that speaks to the purpose of the establishment of this group.” 
  
While Coca-Cola’s funding of the non-profit GEBN proved to be a conflict of interest and an 
unethical exercise in appeasing shareholder fiduciary needs, the outcome, once the dust has 
settled, may prove to be a revelation to the company. Though there were casualties (GEBN and 
Rosenbaum) and wasted research and funding, and a huge hit to the reputation of the 
corporation, there is some optimism. Coca-Cola promised to become a transparent company 
and have built a website and campaign around this theme. This is a huge step in the right 
direction, and while their efforts thus far have been mixed, as long as Coca-Cola sticks to their 
mission and follows through with their promises, they have the opportunity to rebuild their trust 
and usher in an honest company. 
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Appendices 
Appendix I:  

 

Appendix II: The Effects of Coca Cola on Your Body 

:  
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Appendix III: The Most Influential Tweets Regarding GEBN/The Most Influential Tweets 
Regarding Coca-Cola and Obesity. 
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Appendix IV: Excerpts of Emails Attained from the Associate Press from Coca-Cola to 
GEBN 

Oct. 16, 2012 
In an email whose subject line is "Ready for a stimulus pkg?" Applebaum tells Hill she has "sold the 
concept" of what would become the Global Energy Balance Network. She later informs him those 
involved will need to be open about collaboration with private industry. 
"That is non-negotiable," she says. 
Nov. 8, 2012 
Applebaum emails Hill and Peters about media questions over a Coke-funded study they are 
working on. Attached is an internal company document with talking points to address such matters. 
"Also — if you would like media training let me know. All our folks receive it," she writes. 
June 4, 2014 
Hill emails a Coke executive saying the focus of the company's research should be energy balance: 
"We have given you ideas here. We have also given you ideas for research projects that might be 
very specific to coke interests." 
Coke says the proposals were not related to the Global Energy Balance Network. 
July 9, 2014 
Applebaum emails the group with a "tweaked" proposal for the establishment of the network. 
The proposal says the group will "inject sanity and reason" into the debate about obesity and 
become the go-to resource for media. 
"Akin to a political campaign, we will develop, deploy and evolve a powerful and multi-faceted 
strategy to counter radical organizations and their proponents," it says. 
Aug. 30, 2014 
Hill emails a Coke executive about a research proposal. "Here is my concept. I think it could 
provide a strong rationale for why a company selling sugar water SHOULD focus on promoting 
physical activity. This would be a very large and expensive study but could be a game changer. We 
need this study to be done." 
The executive says she will call him the following week to discuss. 
Oct. 14, 2014 
In emails about GEBN potentially partnering with others on a project, Applebaum writes: "There you 
go! Than (sic) the # of experts and reputable orgs is too large for any naysayers to cull the pack and 
attack." 
Oct. 18, 2014 
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Coke CEO Muhtar Kent emailed Applebaum and other executives for reasons he could give talk 
show host Charlie Rose to invite Hill on his show. Applebaum replies with Hill's credentials, which 
do not mention his work with Coke. 
Hill has not appeared on the show. 
Nov. 9, 2014 
Hill emails a Coke executive: "It is not fair that Coca-Cola is signaled out as the #1 villain in the 
obesity world, but that is the situation and makes this your issue whether you like it or not. I want to 
help your company avoid the image of being a problem in peoples' lives and back to being a 
company that brings important and fun things to them." 
April 8, 2015 
A Coke employee emails Hill and Peters asking them to sign a non-disclosure agreement before the 
company shares "some of the learnings we have received from some of our consumer testing to 
help inform" the group's work. 
Once signed, she says the company will "begin the flow of information" in preparation for an 
upcoming meeting. 
 

 

 

Appendix V: Selection from an e-mail to scientists asking them to join GEBN 
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Appendix VI: 
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