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Taxes on sweetened beverages work – they reduce sales of taxed products and raise revenues to address 
community needs. However, critics of taxes claim that they drive loss of jobs in beverage-related 
businesses. This brief compiles current evidence about the effects of taxes on employment.  
 

Summary 
• There is no evidence from well-designed evaluations that sweetened beverage taxes cause job loss 

– overall and in affected industries. This finding is consistent with other data showing no loss of 
revenues. 

• It is likely that consumers who reduce purchases of taxed beverages are buying more of other 
products. Sales data support this – while sales of taxed beverages decline, sales of untaxed 
beverages like water increase. 

• The picture is the same for tobacco taxes. The vast majority of independent (non-industry) studies 
have documented no job losses. Reduced spending on tobacco products was accompanied by 
increased spending on other goods. 

Philadelphia 
Topline: Two independent, scientific, peer reviewed studies using unemployment claims and 
employment data found no job loss. An analysis of wage tax data by the city found collections have 
increased since the tax went into effect for industries potentially affected by the tax.  

Unemployment 
Source: Lawman HG, Bleich SN, Yan J, LeVasseur MT, Mitra N, Roberto CA. Unemployment claims in 
Philadelphia one year after implementation of the sweetened beverage tax. PLoS One. 2019 Mar 
27;14(3):e0213218. doi: 10.1371/journal.pone.0213218. 

Abstract (from publication): 

Objectives: Possible adverse economic impacts of sweetened drink taxes are a key concern for 
numerous stakeholders. This study examined changes in unemployment benefit claims filings 
in Philadelphia compared to its neighboring counties two years prior to and 14 months 
post implementation of a 1.5 cents per ounce excise tax on sugar- and artificially-sweetened beverages.  
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Methods: Data were obtained from the Pennsylvania Department of Labor. Interrupted time series analysis 
was used to determine if there was a change in new monthly unemployment claims filings post-tax 
implementation in Philadelphia compared to surrounding counties in supermarkets, select potentially 
affected industries, and in total claims filings across all industries combined.  

Results: There were no statistically 
significant changes to unemployment 
claims in Philadelphia compared to 
neighboring counties for 
supermarkets (ß = -9.45, 95% CI = -
98.11, 79.22), soft drink 
manufacturers (ß = -0.13, 95% CI = -
9.13, 8.88), across other potentially 
affected industries (ß = 9.16, 95% CI = 
-488.29, 506.60), or across all 
industries (ß = -445.85, 95% CI = -
4272.39, 3380.68) following 
implementation of the beverage 
tax.1 Unemployment declined 
similarly in Philadelphia compared to 
surrounding counties.  

Conclusions: Public reports of 
increased unemployment within the 
first year following the 
implementation of the Philadelphia 
beverage tax are not supported by 
this analysis. Future work 
should examine employment 
outcomes and include longer follow-
up periods  

The figure from the publication (right) 
shows trends in unemployment claims 
in Philadelphia in potentially affected 
industries and overall, before and 
after the tax was implemented, and 
compares them to trends in 
surrounding counties. The large spike 

 
1 Individual industries of interest included supermarkets (NAICS 44511) and soft drink manufacturing (NAICS 312111). Additional food-related 
industries, which included wholesale groceries, retail groceries, retail vending machines, retail drug stores, retail department stores, 
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in 2015 (prior to tax legislation passage and tax implementation) was due to two regional supermarket 
chains going out of business. 

Employment 
Source: Marinello S, Leider J, Pugach O, Powell LM. The impact of the Philadelphia beverage tax on 
employment: A synthetic control analysis. Econ Hum Biol. 2021 Jan;40:100939. doi: 
10.1016/j.ehb.2020.100939. Epub 2020 Oct 29. 

Summary (from publication):  

Prevalence of obesity and other diet-related non-communicable diseases (NCDs) have continued to rise for 
decades in the United States. In addition to adverse health consequences, these diseases have led to 
substantial economic costs in the form of medical expenses and productivity losses. To address the rise in 
NCDs, excise taxes on sugar-sweetened beverages (SSBs) are increasingly proposed and implemented as a 
policy tool for improving dietary intake and population health. To date, few empirical studies have 
evaluated the potential 
unintended economic 
effects of these taxes. In 
this paper, we examine 
the impact of the 
Philadelphia, PA, 
sweetened beverage tax 
(applied to both SSBs and 
artificially sweetened 
beverages) on 
employment in key 
industries that sell 
sweetened beverages as 
well as on net total 
employment. Drawing on 
monthly employment 
count data from the 
Bureau of Labor Statistics 
from January 2012 
through June 2019, we 
conducted a synthetic 
control analysis of total, 
private sector, limited-
service restaurant, and 
convenience store 
employment. The 

 
restaurants, food service, and bars and taverns (see Table A in S1 Appendix) were summed to create one category of “potentially affected 
industries.” 

 

These figures from the publication show trends in employment in Philadelphia before and 
after tax implementation overall and in potentially affected industries and compares them 
to the control group. 
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synthetic controls reproduced nearly identical pre-tax employment trends to Philadelphia and had similar 
values of important predictors. In the post-tax period, Philadelphia employment was not lower, on average, 
than the synthetic control employment for each outcome. Placebo tests suggested a null effect of the tax, 
and the results were robust to changes in predictors and control site criteria. Overall, we did not find that 
the sweetened beverage tax resulted in job losses up to two and a half years after the tax was 
implemented. These findings are consistent with other peer-reviewed modeling and empirical papers on 
the employment and unemployment effects of sweetened beverage taxes. 

Wage Taxes 
Source: Mayor’s Office of Communications, City of Philadelphia. Wage Tax Collections Show Continued, 
Long-term Growth in Beverage-related Businesses. May 13, 2019. (Contact: Mike Dunn, 
mike.dunn@phila.gov, 215-686-6210). 

Summary (from press release):  

Wage tax collections -- a barometer of employment in Philadelphia -- have increased steadily by 2.5% per 
year and have not been affected by the Philadelphia Beverage Tax (PBT) for 24 industries potentially 
affected by the tax, including supermarkets. The top four industries potentially impacted by the tax and 
those more broadly affected all showed growth in wage taxes from 2016 – 2018. 

Methods: The Department of Revenue looked at wage tax collections in 24 industries potentially affected 
by the PBT.  Data are from calendar year 2015 through 2018. 

Findings: 

• Calendar year tax collections have 
increased steadily, about 2.5% per year, 
even with annual rate reductions 
($92.4M collected in 2015, $95.5M in 
2016, $98.2M in 2017, and $99.5M in 
2018). 

• Tax collections in 2018 were 1.3% higher 
than in 2017, the first year of the PBT. 

• Accounting for ongoing wage tax rate 
reductions, the growth in actual wages 
and salaries paid to employees in these 
sectors was even higher. 

Overall, total wage tax collections for the top 
four industries have increased from $53.8M in 
2015 to $59.5M in 2018 (about +3.4% annually). 

• Supermarkets were the only industry 
among the top four to have a year-to-year decline -- however that decline was from 2015 to 2016, 
before the PBT became effective. Since the tax took effect, supermarket wage tax collections have 
shown steady growth. 
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• Restaurants, including take out and full service, continue to have strong wage tax collections 
growth. 

• In other sectors, the PBT has been a job creator.   
o In its first year, the tax created 275 new living wage jobs in early education and 120 summer 

job and career exposure experiences for students.  
o Ninety neighborhood residents have also gained employment through trainings hosted by 

PBT-funded Community Schools.  
o Community Schools have also connected 260 students with career readiness opportunities 

and helped 90 city residents connect directly to job training and guaranteed living wage jobs.   
o “Rebuild”, the renovation of Philadelphia parks, recreation centers and libraries provided 

many Philadelphians with lifelong opportunities with careers in the trades. 

Berkeley 
Topline: Jobs in the Berkeley food sector (restaurants, supermarkets and convenience stores) increased 
after the beverage tax was implemented. 

Source: Silver L.  Jobs, Revenue Rise after Berkeley Soda Tax. Public Health Institute. 2017. Accessed 
3.30.21. https://www.phi.org/thought-leadership/jobs-revenue-rise-after-berkeley-soda-tax/. Data 
sources: Muniservices and City of Berkeley Employment Development Department (EDD) QCEW Data 2014-
2016 

Summary (from publication): 

 

https://www.phi.org/thought-leadership/jobs-revenue-rise-after-berkeley-soda-tax/
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Mexico 
Topline: There were no significant changes in employment associated with the taxes on beverages and 
nonessential energy-dense food in the affected manufacturing industries after tax implementation in 
2014. 

Source: Guerrero-López CM, Molina M, Colchero MA. Employment changes associated with the 
introduction of taxes on sugar-sweetened beverages and nonessential energy-dense food in Mexico. Prev 
Med. 2017 Dec;105S:S43-S49. doi: 10.1016/j.ypmed.2017.09.001.  

Abstract (from publication): 

eWe assessed changes in employment in the manufacturing industry, the commercial sector and national 
unemployment rates, associated with the fiscal policies implemented in 2014 in Mexico: a 1 peso per liter 
excise tax to sugar-sweetened beverages (SSB) and an 8% tax on nonessential energy-dense food. We used 
data from three nationally representative surveys. Controlling for contextual variables, we used interrupted 
time series analyses to model changes in number of employees in the SSB and nonessential energy-dense 
food industry, in commercial establishments selling beverages and food and changes in national 
unemployment rates. Our results show that there were no significant changes in employment associated 
with the taxes in the 
manufacturing industries (for 
beverages and nonessential 
energy-dense food). We found 
a very small increasing trend in 
the post-tax period for 
employment in commercial 
stores and a decreasing trend in 
the unemployment rate. 
However, these changes are 
negligible and unlikely to be 
caused by the implementation 
of the taxes. In conclusion, 
there were no employment 
reductions associated with the 
fiscal policies implemented in 
Mexico in 2014 on SSB and 
nonessential energy-dense 
food. 

Chile 
Topline: The Chilean food labeling law of 2016, while not a tax policy, is a comprehensive package of 
policies that includes child marketing, school-related controls, and front-of-package warning labels for 
foods and beverages high in saturated fats, sugars, calories, and/or salt. Just like sweetened drink 
industry claims about sweetened drink taxes, the food and beverage industry predicted it would 
negatively impact jobs. This study found no effects on employment nor real wages for food and beverage 
industries as a whole and for industries likely to be affected by the law 18 months after it was 
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implemented. Note that SSB sales dropped 24% after the law was implemented (Tallie LS, et al. PLoS 
Med. 2020;17). 

Source: Paraje G, Colchero A, Wlasiuk JM, Sota AM, Popkin BM. The effects of the Chilean food policy 
package on aggregate employment and real wages. Food Policy. 2021;102016. 
doi.org/10.1016/j.foodpol.2020.102016. 

Abstract (from publication): 

In 2016 the Chilean government instituted the world’s most aggressive food policy package to prevent 
obesity and nutrition-related noncommunicable diseases. The package included comprehensive integrated 
policies on child marketing, school-related controls, and front-of-package warning labels for foods and 
beverages high in saturated fats, sugars, calories, and/or salt. This study assesses the impact of these 
policies on labor market outcomes (real wages and aggregate employment) after 18 months. Our results 
show that aggregate employment and average real wages were not affected by these regulations when 
compared to sectors unlikely to be affected by the policies. The study finds that sectors in which products 
are subject to labeling may have seen a decline in production but show no reduction in employment on 
aggregate. These results are consistent with evidence from research on the influence of other types of 
regulations (for example, how taxes on sugar-sweetened beverages affect employment) in other countries 
and cast doubts on the concerns that firms commonly raise about the negative impact of such regulations 
on labor market outcomes. 
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(Note: the study was not able to reach definitive conclusions about impacts on the beverage industry sector 
likely to be affected by the law. It found evidence of a decrease in employment in this sector in an analysis 
limited to before and after data from the sector. However, a suitable control group to assess if this 
decrease was different from industries not likely to be affected by the law, and therefore whether the 
decrease was associated with law, was not available.) 

Systematic Reviews 
Topline: There is no strong, valid evidence documenting negative impacts of sweetened beverage taxes 
on employment from independent, peer-reviewed studies.  

Source: Mounsey S, Veerman L, Jan S, Thow AM. The macroeconomic impacts of diet-related fiscal policy 
for NCD prevention: A systematic review. Economics & Human Biology, Volume 37, 2020: 100854,ISSN 
1570-677X, https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ehb.2020.100854. 

Summary (from publication):  

The three non-industry supported peer-reviewed academic studies found none of the significant job losses 
industry reports suggested, but found instead, no significant net decline in employment and job creation. 

Evidence before this study: Before initiating this review, we did a thorough search of the literature to 
detect any existing systematic reviews or prevalence studies relating to the macroeconomic impacts of 
diet-related fiscal policies. We found reviews on tobacco- and alcohol-related fiscal policies and their 
impacts on economic indicators, which showed similar industry bias and no robust evidence of negative 
macroeconomic outcomes. 

Added value of this study: This is the first review to bring together global evidence about the 
macroeconomic impacts of diet-related fiscal policies from different disciplines including nutrition, 
economics, industry, health policy and medicine. It provides and synthesizes evidence of industry’s efforts 
to influence policy making in the form of commissioned reports. Finally, it provides solid direction for future 
research in this area. 

Implications of all the available evidence: This review shows there is no robust, valid evidence showing 
negative macroeconomic impacts from diet-related fiscal policies. Public health policy and decision makers 
must acknowledge the limited evidence is largely industry-funded economic reports that fail to show 
overall impacts to the country’s economy. Indeed, alternative studies indicate no significant changes to 
employment and even gains. This review also highlights the need for more non-industry funded research in 
this area that incorporates the indirect effects of reduced product consumption towards other goods and 
services. 

Modeling Studies 
Topline: Sugar-sweetened Beverage (SSB) taxes do not have a negative impact on state-level 
employment. Industry claims of regional job losses are overstated and may mislead lawmakers and 
constituents. 
 
Source: Powell LM, Wada R, Persky JJ, Chaloupka FJ. Employment impact of sugar-sweetened beverage 
taxes. Am J Public Health. 2014 Apr;104(4):672-7. doi: 10.2105/AJPH.2013.301630.  

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ehb.2020.100854
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Abstract (from publication): 

Objectives: We assessed the impact of sugar-sweetened beverage (SSB) taxes on net employment. 

Methods: We used a macroeconomic simulation model to assess the employment impact of a 20% SSB tax 
accounting for changes in SSB demand, substitution to non-SSBs, income effects, and government 
expenditures of tax revenues for Illinois and California in 2012.  

Results: We found increased employment of 4,406 jobs in Illinois and 6,654 jobs in California, representing 
a respective 0.06% and 0.03% change in employment. Declines in employment within the beverage 
industry occurred but were offset by new employment in non-beverage industry and government sectors.  

Conclusions: SSB taxes do not have a negative impact on state-level employment, and industry claims of 
regional job losses are overstated and may mislead lawmakers and constituents.  

 

 
 
 
 
 

This brief was prepared by Jim Krieger, MD, MPH. 
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