
POSITION STATEMENT:
SUGAR SWEETENED BEVERAGES

KEY MESSAGES
• Excessive consumption of sugar-sweetened beverages is associated with greater levels 

of obesity, type 2 diabetes and dental decay.

• Adolescents are typically the largest consumers of sugar-sweetened beverages in the 
UK.

• A levy on sugar-sweetened beverages in the UK has been linked to a reduction in overall 
sugar intake, rates of obesity in year 6 girls and children’s tooth extraction admissions.

Definitions:
Sugar-sweetened beverages (SSBs): Non-
alcoholic, water-based beverages containing 
added sugar or other sweetener, including 
carbonated drinks, dilutes, fruit juices, sports and 
energy drinks [1].

Free sugars: Sugars added to foods and those 
naturally present in honey, syrups, and 
unsweetened fruit juices, but excludes sugars 
found in milk products and whole fruits and 
vegetables [2].

Sugar-sweetened beverage consumption in 
the UK
The UK SSB industry is worth just over £19bn and 
the UK population consumes around 15bn litres 
every year [3] [4]. The sugar content of soft drinks 
varies significantly between brands, yet research 
shows the majority contain excessively high 
quantities of free sugars [3].
The recommended intake of free sugars in the UK 
is 30g per day for an average adult, 24g/day for 
children aged 7–11 years, and 19g/day for children 
aged 4–6 years [5]. Despite these guidelines, all 
age groups in the UK are exceeding the 
recommended intake of free sugars [6]. A 
significant portion of this excess intake comes 
from SSBs, which contribute around 6% of free 
sugar intake in children aged 4–10 years, 17% in

those aged 11–18 years, and 10% in adults aged 
19–64 years [7].

Excessive consumption of SSBs is a public 
health concern as it is linked to greater levels of 
overweight and obesity, type 2 diabetes, and 
dental decay, particularly among children and 
young people [8], [9], [10].

What does the evidence say?
• SSBs are consumed quickly and don't 

provide the same sense of fullness as solid 
food. This can lead to an increase in total 
energy intake [11].

• Regular consumption of SSBs can lead to an 
increase in weight and BMI in both children 
and adults [8].

• Higher consumption of SSBs is linked with 
higher rates of dental caries in adolescents  
[9].

• Significant evidence links consumption of 
SSBs to the development and incidence of 
type 2 diabetes [10].

• SSB consumption tends to be higher in more 
deprived communities compared to those in 
less deprived areas [12]

• Long-term consumption may contribute to 
aggressive behaviour in adolescents [13].

• Reducing SSB consumption can help to 
maintain a healthy weight in both adults and 
children [11].
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RECOMMENDATIONS
• Expand the SDIL to include juice and milk-based drinks. 

• Implement the long-awaited legislation to restrict the marketing of less healthy foods 
on TV and media, including SSBs, in October 2025 and consider addressing other forms 
of marketing. 

• Ringfence the revenue raised from the SDIL to invest back into public health prevention 
and other incentives that promote child health. 

• Explore other options in tandem to maximise the potential of SSB taxes and address 
other drivers of obesity and poor oral health, such as food and drink marketing and 
advertising.
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Policy context
The Soft Drinks Industry Levy (SDIL) was 
introduced in the UK on 6th April 2018 as part of 
the Childhood Obesity Plan [14]. The levy is set 
at 18p/litre for SSBs with +5g/100ml; and a 
higher tier of 24p/litre for SSBs with +8g/100ml. 
Milk based beverages (i.e. milky coffees and pre-
packaged milkshakes) are exempt from the levy 
provided they contain over 75% milk [15]. The 
levy targets the industry rather than consumers, 
aiming to encourage manufacturers to reduce 
sugar levels. 

The levy is widely regarded as a success; after 
growing evidence has highlighted the positive 
impact it has had on public health. 

Since its introduction, the SDIL has removed 
over 45,000 tonnes of sugar from soft drinks 
[16], with the likes of Tesco own-brand, 
Lucozade, and Britvic reformulating their 
products. Sales of low- and high-levy drinks also 
fell by 79.1% and 54.8% respectively between 
2015 and 2019, while sales of no-levy drinks 
rose by 54.2% [17].

Another reported a reduction in obesity rates 
among girls aged 10-11 years, with the greatest 
impact in deprived groups [18]. The levy is also 
linked to a decrease in tooth extraction 
admissions due to dental cares in children, with 
a 12.1% relative reduction in hospital visits [19].

Sugar intake from soft drinks has dropped by 
~2.7% per household per week [20] and an 
analysis of 11 years of data from the UK National 
Diet and Nutrition Survey has found that daily 
free sugar intake fell by around 5g in children 
and by around 11g in adults since the SDIL 
launched [21].

Our position and what we will do

The SDIL has been an invaluable tool to help curb 
the volume of SSBs consumed and shine a 
spotlight on the health harms associated with 
SSB. We welcome the Government’s 
announcement of a planned increase to the 
thresholds of SDIL. This has the potential to 
further incentivise the reformulation of SSBs and 
encourage manufacturers who have yet to 
reformulate their SSBs, opting instead to raise 
prices, to reconsider their approach.

Policy change and advocacy: We will call on the 
government to build on the success of the SDIL; 
including expanding to include milk-based and 
juice drinks. We are also calling on all revenue 
raised to be invested back into increasing access 
to healthy food and will continue to support the 
Recipe for Change coalition. We will continue to 
call out inappropriate marketing of SSBs to 
children and young people. In December 2024, we 
wrote a letter to Lidl GB’s chief executive to call 
out the marketing of their own brand SSB as part 
of a Christmas truck tour promotion. We will work 
with local authorities to monitor and challenge 
similar marketing campaigns, ensuring that SSBs 
are not promoted.

Campaigns: We will continue to advocate for 
reduced consumption of SSBs through Give Up 
Loving Pop (GULP) and Kind to Teeth (KTT), which 
supports children, young people and their 
families to cut down on sugary drinks and 
promote water and milk as the healthiest source 
of hydration. 
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