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By way of this testimony, I want to present new information regarding the effectiveness of the 
Philadelphia Sweetened Beverage Tax, more commonly known as the “soda tax.”  My goal is to 
lay out what is known about collections, the revenue generated from the tax, and, most 
importantly, the impact of the tax on the sectors impacted by the tax. 

What is clear from the data is that assertions tying the soda tax to the decline of revenues or 
jobs in the beverage, or related industries, are not backed up by any verifiable data. Thus, it’s 
premature to conclude that the sweetened beverage tax caused a decline in beverage related 
jobs. In contrast, there is clear and verifiable data that demonstrates that the proceeds of the 
soda tax have directly caused growth of Philadelphia’s workforce since its imposition and that 
growth is fueling additional economic growth into the future 

Revenues Generated by the Tax 

The Sweetened Beverage Tax became effective January 1, 2017.  When the tax was enacted, it 
was projected to generate at most $91 million a year.   

• Since enactment, collections have reached 82.5% of the amount projected for annual 
collections before the tax was enacted. Annually, collections average $74 million, 
accounting for a one-year dip to $69 million during COVID (2019) 

The total revenue generated from the Philadelphia Beverage Tax since its inception is 
approximately $481 million. This includes revenue from fiscal year 2017 through fiscal year 
2023.   

Uses of the Tax Revenues 

The Controller’s Office enumerates how the soda tax revenues collected through 2022 are 
paying for the special initiatives it was designed to advance $158.1 million, or 38.6% of the total 
revenue, on PHLpreK, the city’s universal pre-k program; 

o $19.1 million, or 4.7% of the total revenue, on Community Schools; 

o $4.1 million, or 1.0% of the total revenue, on program administration; 

o $22.1 million, or 5.4% of the total revenue, on debt service for Rebuild; and 

o $2.4 million, or 0.6% of the total revenue, on Parks and Recreation, Rebuild. 
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Jobs Created by the Tax 

Investments in PHLpreK, Rebuild, and Community Schools have generated new jobs.  This 
testimony focuses only on the positions created in the pre-K sector, which are additive to those 
also created because of the Rebuild and Community Schools programs.  

• A 2021 study found that somewhere between 850-1350 permanent jobs were created 
among the PHLpreK programs that expanded to enroll and serve 3,600.  
 

• Since 2021, the number of children in PHLpreK programs funded by the soda tax has 
grown to 5,250. Children First estimates that with this number of children served, based 
on required staffing ratios in these programs, new pre-K positions supported by the tax 
revenues are between 1,241 and 1,973. 

The availability of PHLpreK has directly increased work opportunities for families living in the 
city’s lowest wealth communities. Parents reported: 

In FY21 and FY22, 57% of parents said they could return to work because of access to 
free pre-K. 

In FY22, 36% of the parents stated it assisted with financial hardship and 57% of the 
respondents said they could work longer or different hours. 

Here is one statement exemplifying the potency of universal pre-K to spur economic growth:  
Diana Johnson-Henry, Director of General Services with the Defender Association of 
Philadelphia shared,  

“The PHLpreK program allowed me to send my youngest son to a pre-K center I trust 
without worrying about the financial burden of his tuition. Because he was enrolled 
in a safe and enriching environment during the day, I was able to earn a bachelor’s 
degree in 2017 and an MBA in 2018. I also earned a Master’s of Education in 2020 
and am now the Director of a unit within a large company.” 

 

Effects of the Tax on the Beverage Industry  

The industry asserts that the soda tax is responsible for a decline in the consumption of the 
taxed beverages. They claim that the beverage industry, distributors and retailers have 
experienced fewer sales which in turn has led to revenue and jobs loss since the tax was 
imposed. 

However, research shows that it’s impossible to draw those conclusions about industry 
revenues or job changes associated with the tax for the following reasons: 
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1. In the first year that the tax was imposed, retailers increased the price of sweetened 
beverages by more than the tax rate making it impossible to isolate the impact of the 
new tax. 
 

2. The industry points to outdated studies that evaluate only the first two years of the tax 
regime, as such there is no data that accurately reflects the impact of the tax since it was 
imposed seven years ago.    
 

1.a Sweetened Beverage Prices Rose Significantly More than the Value of the Tax 

An analysis of the impact of the soda tax examined 2 million purchases across supermarkets, 
chain pharmacies and corner stores in Philadelphia in 2018 and 2019.1  That research found 
that the average price per ounce increase in sweetened beverages across these retailers 
exceeded the amount of the tax.  
 

o Across all retailers the price of sweetened beverages rose by an average of 1.7 
cents per ounce while the sweetened beverage tax rate was 1.5 cents per ounce.  

 
o The most popular subcategories of sweetened beverages were marked up even 

higher immediately after the tax was imposed:  2 cents per ounce increase for 
sweetened sparkling water and sports drinks, 2.1 cents per ounce for sports 
drinks, 2.1 cents per ounce for energy drinks and 2.4 cents per ounce for 
sweetened coffee drinks.   

 
The price hikes that exceeded the tax occurred across all types of retailers.  For instance, 
one study looked at beverage sales across 48 chain pharmacies in Philadelphia, across 1188 
unique beverages purchased in 231,065 transactions from 2018 and 2019 in those stores.2  
The data showed: 
 

o Chain pharmacy retailers boosted prices by a low of 1.6 cents an ounce to a high 
of 2 cents per ounce compared to the actual cost of the tax of 1.5 cents per 
ounce.   

 
Studies of independent retailers like corner stores also found that they increased prices 
higher than needed to recoup the cost of the tax immediately after the tax was enacted. 
   

o Data collected at 56 independent retailers, one year after the tax was imposed, 
found that sweetened beverages rose by 1.81 per ounce or a 120.4% tax pass-

 
1 Sustained Impact of the Philadelphia Beverage Tax on Beverage Prices and Sales Over 2 Years - PMC 
(nih.gov) 
2 Philadelphia Beverage Tax and Association With Prices, Purchasing, and Individual-Level Substitution in a 
National Pharmacy Chain | Health Policy | JAMA Network Open | JAMA Network 

https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC9124672/#:%7E:text=There%20was%20a%20large%20reduction%20in%20taxed%20beverage,there%20was%20no%20evidence%20of%20post-tax%20food%20substitution.
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC9124672/#:%7E:text=There%20was%20a%20large%20reduction%20in%20taxed%20beverage,there%20was%20no%20evidence%20of%20post-tax%20food%20substitution.
https://jamanetwork.com/journals/jamanetworkopen/fullarticle/2807192
https://jamanetwork.com/journals/jamanetworkopen/fullarticle/2807192


4 
 

through compared to the prices charged for those drinks the year before the tax 
was imposed 3.   

 
The fact that retail establishments increased sweetened beverage prices higher than the 
cost of the new tax makes it impossible to draw accurate conclusions on the isolated impact 
of the tax on beverage sales.   

 
2.a No Data Points to Job Losses in the Sector  
 

Regarding the assertion that the beverage and related industry workforce was negatively 
affected by the tax, the industry relies in its testimony solely on outdated data that 
projected an employment impact of the soda tax referencing from 2017 before the tax 
was imposed.   

 
Specifically, they rely on a study that a private firm, under contract to the American 
Beverage Association, estimated the tax would cause a loss of 1,300 jobs across all 
impacted commercial industries, inclusive of 30 jobs expected to be eliminated by 
Canada Dry Delaware Valley. 
 
However, it’s impossible to review the data or projections for accuracy because it seems 
the study does not exist.  A review of Google Scholar, Oxford Economics and the 
American Beverage Association websites and other research databases refer to the 
study, but no working links or abstracts can be found.   
 
Other mechanisms to confirm the data would be to examine the labor force of the 
companies effected in Philadelphia.  However, since the supermarkets and Canada Dry 
Delaware Valley are privately held companies it’s not possible to access their revenue 
and workforce data. 
 
In contrast, an in-depth review on the employment effects of the new tax by researchers 
associated with the Philadelphia Department of Health found that the imposition of the 
soda tax had no impact on employment generally or within the effected sectors in the 
12-month period after the tax was imposed.4 

 
o Changes in filings for new unemployment benefit claims for supermarkets, soft 

drink manufacturers, all potentially affected industries (e.g., groceries, retail 
stores, restaurants), were not statistically significant different when comparing 
Philadelphia to its surrounding counties following implementation of the 
beverage tax.  

 

 
3 bleich_2021_oi_210410_1622770082.69664.pdf (silverchair.com) 
4 Unemployment claims in Philadelphia one year after implementation of the sweetened beverage tax 
(plos.org) 

https://watermark.silverchair.com/bleich_2021_oi_210410_1622770082.69664.pdf?token=AQECAHi208BE49Ooan9kkhW_Ercy7Dm3ZL_9Cf3qfKAc485ysgAAAzIwggMuBgkqhkiG9w0BBwagggMfMIIDGwIBADCCAxQGCSqGSIb3DQEHATAeBglghkgBZQMEAS4wEQQMPEznAlKnnbFuZUHvAgEQgIIC5aXHC02JC8MpdreAT0gDsMYpR18D59YsoepvHrO0KSlYnRSUDqQPEWMyL0chW7SehrD0Px53cPVTW-gs5PRxgxjMR7fK3VLSs4YGYeOgBt90oJjtyTNayvgRzAbQwPGM7BazXlg9kjia2PX8pgO3jUY50Rl10uysak0420-7JyWmyY42qTNaA3ddx3shE_dSsnn0_-IrdwimP8q43dc6x-mPE-w6fMX9Q5YWxpPJFyPcPlKpto5tP0h_oX-q1DxWrIFbMecQfZeOZejlm6QW0cv76fzpH6sZABLHtTvj_LCYES2JQ5vSBgNw5Dy0GUSrsgMQOli_AmF_jenwKMtDlIqQCWth3ZOB9UkRVnzBBP1g8cYae5awZLtVCBRuE23xyM4f5UEOIIdTxWe_NtaTBTn8-obg30v8Exyt4ffrQhbv3D214MKPO-jegZ-3lkx_v0TNB1wxrJlfD-usgheqP2NS-s4cpdUmLPxL0JOEvnLQiEuiWNFdVhWxkm84BYdC49qYHUl33vD3WFBpJfGRZVN-dEE1UnDRkQhcnyb1Z9tAIWZlLJ8_DGkbUYB280qYVm4u1JGLbv91a9MglendUV6fhaBkLC7BanUjRQuuwu4GTy91iC2kh4LSKBPafmQgvjPJqsl8FL9liR5huE73PNNOiX_omZ6HD4OZzcxxe2meeoqg2ruFGfrcRgyusdqnroc_fEshT7zrsEuq9a5iDx8FIkDo_bo-vR1lCSNcvIiG6ed3j_v2xrlxFlRzudymeTQXDdnDznw-nCo2R9KXIy4xy-XEJhQcow1b7To0fXowrwT3Ztvif9zSetFDV_yC3wCK9pRMSgyetOAMIaFXhLpKGSevthBlc-DoCGlVfC9yEyoWanwjckMuSU0U__wlTtoA8u8iYFCWaFI0B8LG_eaTC_4lyGh7innrODLafHQHzeA_qpTv_3eBtu3rkckModzbnFjT9ULDqgXE2IlrYKjHfK8RYw
https://journals.plos.org/plosone/article/file?id=10.1371/journal.pone.0213218&type=printable
https://journals.plos.org/plosone/article/file?id=10.1371/journal.pone.0213218&type=printable
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While there is no valid data to support a claim of unique Philadelphia-specific job loss in 
the beverage industry, there is precise and available data demonstrating that more than 
a thousand individuals are now working in new jobs in Pre-K programs funded by the 
tax.   

 
Investments in Pre-K are Proven to Have Had a Positive Economic Impact on Philadelphia 
Already  
 
Given the absence of any conclusive data on the impact of the soda tax on the beverage or 
related industry jobs, it’s reasonable to assert that the other demonstrable social and economic 
benefits likely had a more positive impact on the city and its residents than any projected 
employment declines for which there is apparently no empirical support  
 
Not only were new jobs created because of the tax, directly.  Indirect employment was plausibly 
affected because of PHLpreK, which enabled thousands of parents to afford to continue to work 
or enter the workforce since the tax was created.  Further, University of Chicago research 
conclusively demonstrates a substantial economic multiplier associated with the pre-K 
investments of 13:1 for every dollar spent on high quality pre-K.5  In sum, the use of the 
sweetened beverage tax for pre-K was and continues to be a smart policy that promotes 
economic growth.   
 
Should the commission decide any action is needed with respect to the Sweetened Beverage 
Tax, the commission could request that a comprehensive and up-to-date study examining the 
full spectrum of direct economic impacts of the tax on the beverage and related industries as 
well as a full examination of the economic benefits attributable to the investments in  early 
learning of more than 5,000 young children annual, the 73 completed Rebuild projects at 
recreation centers, parks and libraries and the 20 Community Schools. 
 

 

 

 
5 Why-Invest-High-Return-on-Investment.pdf (pantheon.io) 

https://live-penn-impact.pantheon.io/wp-content/uploads/2016/2015/06/Why-Invest-High-Return-on-Investment.pdf

