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I recently had a chance to sit down with Susan Neely who began her tenure 
as president and CEO of the American Beverage Association (ABA) in May 
2005 at a time when there was tremendous tension around the sale of soft 
drinks and sugar-sweetened beverages in schools. Soon Neely will be 
making her transition to the president and CEO of the American Council of 
Life Insurers. This report covers the extraordinary work she did during her 
tenure at the ABA.

When Neely joined the American Beverage Association there was legislation 
being pursued at the state level that would put restrictions on the sale of 
these beverages to children in the school environment. Susan recognized 
that the ABA had a critical role to play – to oppose restrictions on the 
beverage business that her organization felt was not valid (some groups 
argued for no sale of these drinks in schools at all) – but to take a 
forward-leaning position and pose the question to itself: What should we be 
doing? And what’s the right thing to do? 

Neely, a mom herself with teenage children at home at the time, was 
particularly attuned to the issue. The answer for the ABA would lie with 
parents – especially moms who tend to be the gatekeepers to what their 
families eat and drink. “If your association’s members are some of the most 
valued consumer product companies in the world,” says Neely, “they didn’t 
get that way without listening to their consumers. So for us, what was really 
critical was asking parents, ‘what beverages do you think should be available 
to your children when they are in school and how can we, as an industry, 
support you?’”

The answer from parents was not what some activists would have wanted – 
which was that no one should ever have a Coca-Cola, Pepsi or Dr Pepper in 
their lives – but rather a more nuanced position. “Parents were saying, ‘Sure, 
our kids can have soft drinks. We just want some guidelines, particularly for 
our young children, around what they have access to when we’re not there in 
schools. We’d like there to be more controls.’ It’s really that simple. That led 
us to a policy that provided appropriate choices for elementary, middle and 
high schools.”

It turned out that for younger children below high school age, parents wanted 
very limited options, such as low-fat milk, 100% juice, and water. But for 
those in high school, parents were saying, “Well I’d be happy if the biggest 
concern I had was that my teen wanted to drink a Coke or Pepsi – but I’m 
concerned about many more things than that.” So, there was a debunking of 
this notion of soft drink intake as a major crisis. It was more about focusing 
on caloric intake, giving high school students the ability to make informed 
choices, but limiting those choices by providing only lower-calorie and/or 
smaller-portion options.

“If your association’s 
members are some of the 
most valued consumer 
product companies in the 
world,” says Neely, “they 
didn’t get that way 
without listening to their 
consumers. So for us, 
what was really critical 
was asking parents, 
‘what beverages do you 
think should be available 
to your children when 
they are in school and 
how can we, as an 
industry, support you?’”
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VISIONARY CEOs

From commitment to credibility: Legislative (and presidential) buy-in
It all began with announcing a voluntary commitment to change the mix of 
what beverages were being sold in schools. While the announcement was 
well-received, it lacked credibility. “It was just us saying we were going to do 
it,” recalls Neely, “and it didn’t have enough heft in the context of the public 
policy debate at that time.”

It was suf�cient, however, to catch the attention of former President Bill 
Clinton. Through his emissaries, he contacted the ABA regarding a new 
entity he was putting together called the Alliance for a Healthier Generation, 
which would focus on healthier schools. Clinton found the ABA 
announcement intriguing and was interested in “going further” and working 
together. “That was really critical to have that kind of partner ultimately 
validate that what we were doing was meaningful,” says Neely.

In order to enter into a formal partnership with the Alliance for a Healthier 
Generation, which was founded by the American Heart Association and the 
William J. Clinton Foundation, the ABA had to commit to remove full-calorie 
soft drinks from schools over a very speci�c time frame of three school 
years. The organization also had to agree to have the program audited by an 
independent evaluator and provide public progress reports. “So, you now 
have some of the most valued trademarks in the world signing an MOU 
(memorandum of understanding) and once you sign an MOU – failure is not 
an option,” explains Neely.

Inventing a new paradigm and getting an entire industry on board
The ABA’s formal announcement came in a press conference in May 2006 
and was well-received by the public health community, including mainstream 
policymakers and others interested in doing “good things.” Neely re�ects, “It 
was an interesting new paradigm, for an NGO (nongovernment organization) 
and a major sector of the American economy to partner on something. It 
created a new set of responsibilities for the ABA to �gure out because we 
don’t put anything in a bottle, we’re not the ones who are going to sign a 
contract with a school. We’re not going to implement this. So, what is our 
role here in making sure that these ferocious competitors deliver on this 
commitment?”

One aspect of the ABA’s role was to champion the cause and communicate 
on a massive scale, beginning with the major beverage manufacturers – 
Coke, Dr Pepper and Pepsi – who have the lion’s share of the market and 
distribute through a whole system of independent bottlers. The bottlers – 
also members of the ABA – could choose not to participate so it became the 
role of each of these companies to communicate to its bottlers and 
distributors, and the ABA as “additional surround sound” on why the effort 
made so much sense to the organization and ultimately was good for 

business. “You use every platform at your disposal,” says Neely of her work 
during this time, which involved meeting with state beverage associations 
and individual bottlers, meeting after meeting, “talking and talking and 
talking, just getting the industry on board.”

The ABA also brought in an ombudsman, a deputy general counsel who 
helped alleviate any competitive concerns, for example, concerns that one 
competitor was honoring the agreement and another was not. The 
ombudsman could �eld calls from legal counsel of the ABA members. The 
agreement was that the beverage manufacturers would no longer sell 
full-calorie soft drinks in schools and in high schools where students had 
more options, they would be capped at 100 calories per 12 ounces. 

The �rst challenge with this was that the vending machines were not set up 
to vend 12 ounce containers. The machines had to be retro�tted to �t a 
different package size, new packages had to be created, products 
reformulated and contracts rewritten to address this new commitment – and 
all over the course of the next three years. The companies further had to train 
their marketing and sales teams about how to talk about this new portfolio 
that would change the school beverage landscape, and why the effort was 
underway. Part of that included revising all sales and marketing material. “So, 
it was a multi-million-dollar implementation paid for by the companies 
themselves to make this happen,” says Neely. “And we had to oversee that 
everyone was honoring a voluntary commitment.” 

The ABA also worked with the Alliance for a Healthier Generation to select an 
outside auditor to make sure progress was being made. As Neely points out, 
“Nobody’s metrics were set up to capture data the way we were looking at it. 
For example, they’re looking at how much of a particular beverage they sell, 
right? A whole system of captured information that didn’t exist had to be set 
up in conjunction with the auditor, so they could capture our progress.” The 
auditor selected has an industry-wide reputation for using multiple outside 
data sources to validate results. The Alliance for a Healthier Generation 
reviewed the �nal report to determine the work being done was effective and 
credible. 

The ABA also chose to focus on things it could control, which was changing 
the mix of products sold in schools vs. making a dent in obesity among the 
ninth-grade class at a school in Spring�eld, Illinois. In their later work with 
Michelle Obama, they agreed to put a standardized, uniform calorie label on 
the front of every can, bottle and pack. Making this change – as monumental 
as it was to ask the beverage manufacturers to give up this valuable real 
estate on the label – was in some ways easier than renegotiating contracts, 
retro�tting machines, and reformulating products. “I think that’s key,” says 
Neely, “because then you can get evaluated on your own work. We’re going 

to get evaluated on what we did, so did we do what we said we were going 
to do?”

Neely recalls a lot going on behind the scenes during that �rst year of the 
Guidelines, but by the second year, the initiative was gaining momentum, 
and by the third year the ABA and the major beverage companies had 
achieved a remarkable 88 percent reduction in beverage calories shipped to 
schools! A paid external advertising campaign ensued, to demonstrate to 
membership and the public that the industry had delivered on its 
commitment to change the school beverage landscape.

The credibility that comes from competitors working together 
The traditional thinking for corporations is mostly self-preserving and 
protective. Certainly companies don’t go out of their way to work with their 
competitors. But the school beverage effort proved that companies can put 
competition aside to work together and will get more credit in the world of 
public opinion for doing something worthy with their competitors. As Neely 
notes, “In our culture, people really understand the cola wars. It’s just part of 
the lore that’s understood. So, when they see those three trademarks, they 
say, ‘They did it together? They must mean it.’ There’s instantaneous 
credibility.” Neely goes on to explain that once Coke, Dr Pepper and Pepsi 
had successfully partnered to transform their school beverage offerings, this 
became a foundation for their own messaging on other initiatives. “It 
augments their credibility for whatever they continue to do.”

This is an achievement Neely is particularly proud of – bringing together 
these major competitors to make a massive shift in an industry to positively 
impact the lives of thousands of kids and families for years to come. But 
there were doubts at �rst, she concedes. After the �rst press conference with 
President Clinton and the �rst sit-down meeting a few weeks later, there was 
a sense of “Okay – now what are we going to do?”

“It was not immediately clear that this was going to be a huge success and 
that we would achieve anything at all,” says Neely, “So it’s been fun to see 
how it played out over time.” The effort in fact played out over multiple 
administrations, particularly as Michelle Obama focused on ending obesity in 
a generation as her platform. Neely recalls Mrs. Obama’s launch of her Let’s 
Move! campaign and the ABA being the �rst – and only - food industry group 
standing alongside her at the launch in February 2010. “Given how vocal our 
industry critics are,” she re�ects, “to be there, to be positioned in a credible 
way as part of the solution, it’s powerful. It’s very, very powerful for an 
association to have the ability to do that on behalf of its members.”

The CEO as tuning fork for the organization
The National School Beverage Guidelines initiative altered an entire industry – 
not to mention Neely’s capacity as a leader. She observes three major areas 
of growth in her own leadership: conviction, credibility and contribution. In 
the early days of the effort, Neely just happened to be new at the ABA, so in 
some ways, things just got done because she was new and pushing forward. 
People listened to what she had to say, and she listened to them.  Ultimately, 
they were able to work together to take an ambitious step forward, carving 
out a position as leaders among industry.  But Neely also now sees that what 
was gut instinct in the beginning is now a �rm conviction, intensi�ed and 
multiplied many times over based on her experiences with this effort. “I now 
don’t just think it’s right,” she says, “I know that this is essential to being 
successful.”

Neely also emphasizes the necessity and the power of an association leader 
having a �oor position – a strong, serious one – if they’re to be an effective 
advocate for and leader of an industry. She also recognizes the importance 
of metrics, transparency and having an independent third-party evaluation. 
You need data and risk assessment along with public opinion research to 
make a persuasive case. Neely identi�es all of this as part of the formula 
essential to creating maximum credibility.

And ultimately, she recognizes her own contribution to the industry, not to 
mention generations of schoolchildren. Neely saw something that others 
didn’t see at �rst. She knew there was something the ABA needed to be 
doing, to get in front of, to take a forward position on. Being able to take that 
stance and then do something monumental with it – essentially transforming 
the way an entire industry manufactures, bottles and distributes beverages in 
the school environment – laid the groundwork for future challenges, as well 
as leadership opportunities. Having the ability to look ahead, see things 
clearly, and develop a response is valuable in any kind of decision-making 
that leads to change. “Invariably,” says Neely, “things ripen. Issues ripen. 
People can’t always see what the CEO sees, but they’re going to see it 
eventually.”

Impact of beverage guidelines on internal strategy and resources
The National School Beverage Guidelines effort required a signi�cant 
investment of resources by the ABA. At least 50 percent of the organization’s 
effort is expended on advocacy, says Neely, who runs the internal working 
group for the Balance Calories Initiative – a 10-year commitment to reduce 
calories consumed from beverages by 20 percent per person nationally by 
2025. Internal working group meetings happen every week, as do weekly 
meetings with senior representatives from the beverage companies who 
negotiated this latest agreement signed in 2014. This commitment is now 
“baked into” the highest-level decision-making, says Neely, “So it’s worth 

their time to talk every Friday.” The discipline of regular meetings helps 
everyone stay on course and keeps the commitment alive.

Like all entrepreneurial efforts, Neely says the early days of changing culture 
and processes involved pulling people together and trying new things. 
Opinion research. Finding out what state legislatures were doing in terms of 
policy in this space. And were there policy options they wanted to test in their 
opinion research? And then of all of those things, what did they want to 
continue to replicate, and how would they build systems to support it? 
Through the process, Neely reorganized the staff at that time and formed an 
executive team of four senior vice presidents in charge of each major part of 
the business. She pulled this group together regularly to talk things through. 
“You need that executive tier to sound things out,” she says. “Since that 
time, we have reorganized once more, based on our needs, to create an 
executive team of three executive vice presidents, each with a very speci�c 
charge.  And through all of this, we now have a culture with the members of 
the executive team that they are very comfortable not only arguing with me 
but with each other as we’re trying to push toward the sharper strategic 
recommendation. We then built that with the companies as well so that 
there’s built-in task forces and working groups, some short-lived and some 
semi-permanent.” 

But how do you keep a 10-year commitment alive through multiple 
presidential administrations and upper management turnover at the 
member companies? 

Neely points to long-term support and a shared vision of how this 
commitment will play out across the industry and over time. A critical player 
at Coca-Cola just announced his retirement, for example, after being with the 
cola company for 30 years. Despite his departure, Neely is con�dent that the 
calorie reduction commitment is well embedded in the Coca-Cola 
decision-making structure and that his successor and other players will 
uphold the commitment. “I think there’s no backing down,” she says, “but 
you have to be purposeful about that as CEO.” 

Not all CEOs, as it were, were on board in the early days. One of the big 
lessons Neely learned early on is to not assume that when new players come 
on board, that they’re already in stride with the long-term vision. “To me it 
was just so obvious that this is how we did things, I didn’t think I should sit 
down and lay it out. [A new CEO] came to the �rst meeting like, ‘What’s all 
this? We’re talking about a new commitment with Michelle Obama?’ It 
created a brief hiccup that then was addressed.” It’s counter-intuitive to 
self-restrict business in a major market (schools) so Neely learned just how 
important it was to take time to talk with new people, so they see the value of 
the program.

From forward position to leaving a legacy
The American Beverage Association has since positioned itself as a leading 
promoter of balanced lifestyles with multiple change initiatives that include 
the Balance Calories Initiative through which Coca-Cola, Dr Pepper and 
Pepsi are working together to reduce sugar and calories from beverages in 
the American diet. This is the initiative to reduce Americans’ consumption of 
beverage calories by 20 percent per person nationally by 2025. You’ll 
recognize the initiative on vending machines and retail coolers with labels 
that read, “Balance What You Eat, Drink & Do” and “Calories Count. Check 
Then Choose.”

Because of this effort, you’ll also see industry’s innovation �rst-hand with 
new package sizes, such as mini-cans, and a wider range of zero-sugar and 
reduced-sugar options. Calorie information is also prominently displayed on 
each item.

Putting calories up front is part of the industry’s commitment with former 
First Lady Michelle Obama to clearly and boldly present calorie information to 
encourage consumers to “Check Then Choose,” presumably supporting 
them in making more informed decisions about the beverages they choose. 

The National School Beverage Guidelines initiative was so effective, driving 
what is now a more than 90 percent reduction in beverage calories shipped 
to schools, that it ultimately formed the basis for the beverage component of 
the USDA’s Smart Snacks in Schools regulations.  

As part of its current Balance Calories Initiative, the ABA, working with its 
members, has ”test and learn” efforts underway in a number of communities 
across the country with high obesity rates. The plan is to support consumers 
efforts to reduce their sugar by changing up the mix of beverages, making 
more smaller portion and zero- and reduced-sugar options available, and 
encouraging them to try something different. 

“I think we’ve made a real contribution to society,” says Neely, “but it has 
also strengthened our credibility and ability to be effective on behalf of these 
companies.”

Find out more about the American Beverage
Association’s leadership initiatives
and advocacy:

https://www.balanceus.org
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I recently had a chance to sit down with Susan Neely who began her tenure 
as president and CEO of the American Beverage Association (ABA) in May 
2005 at a time when there was tremendous tension around the sale of soft 
drinks and sugar-sweetened beverages in schools. Soon Neely will be 
making her transition to the president and CEO of the American Council of 
Life Insurers. This report covers the extraordinary work she did during her 
tenure at the ABA.

When Neely joined the American Beverage Association there was legislation 
being pursued at the state level that would put restrictions on the sale of 
these beverages to children in the school environment. Susan recognized 
that the ABA had a critical role to play – to oppose restrictions on the 
beverage business that her organization felt was not valid (some groups 
argued for no sale of these drinks in schools at all) – but to take a 
forward-leaning position and pose the question to itself: What should we be 
doing? And what’s the right thing to do? 

Neely, a mom herself with teenage children at home at the time, was 
particularly attuned to the issue. The answer for the ABA would lie with 
parents – especially moms who tend to be the gatekeepers to what their 
families eat and drink. “If your association’s members are some of the most 
valued consumer product companies in the world,” says Neely, “they didn’t 
get that way without listening to their consumers. So for us, what was really 
critical was asking parents, ‘what beverages do you think should be available 
to your children when they are in school and how can we, as an industry, 
support you?’”

The answer from parents was not what some activists would have wanted – 
which was that no one should ever have a Coca-Cola, Pepsi or Dr Pepper in 
their lives – but rather a more nuanced position. “Parents were saying, ‘Sure, 
our kids can have soft drinks. We just want some guidelines, particularly for 
our young children, around what they have access to when we’re not there in 
schools. We’d like there to be more controls.’ It’s really that simple. That led 
us to a policy that provided appropriate choices for elementary, middle and 
high schools.”

It turned out that for younger children below high school age, parents wanted 
very limited options, such as low-fat milk, 100% juice, and water. But for 
those in high school, parents were saying, “Well I’d be happy if the biggest 
concern I had was that my teen wanted to drink a Coke or Pepsi – but I’m 
concerned about many more things than that.” So, there was a debunking of 
this notion of soft drink intake as a major crisis. It was more about focusing 
on caloric intake, giving high school students the ability to make informed 
choices, but limiting those choices by providing only lower-calorie and/or 
smaller-portion options.
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From commitment to credibility: Legislative (and presidential) buy-in
It all began with announcing a voluntary commitment to change the mix of 
what beverages were being sold in schools. While the announcement was 
well-received, it lacked credibility. “It was just us saying we were going to do 
it,” recalls Neely, “and it didn’t have enough heft in the context of the public 
policy debate at that time.”

It was suf�cient, however, to catch the attention of former President Bill 
Clinton. Through his emissaries, he contacted the ABA regarding a new 
entity he was putting together called the Alliance for a Healthier Generation, 
which would focus on healthier schools. Clinton found the ABA 
announcement intriguing and was interested in “going further” and working 
together. “That was really critical to have that kind of partner ultimately 
validate that what we were doing was meaningful,” says Neely.

In order to enter into a formal partnership with the Alliance for a Healthier 
Generation, which was founded by the American Heart Association and the 
William J. Clinton Foundation, the ABA had to commit to remove full-calorie 
soft drinks from schools over a very speci�c time frame of three school 
years. The organization also had to agree to have the program audited by an 
independent evaluator and provide public progress reports. “So, you now 
have some of the most valued trademarks in the world signing an MOU 
(memorandum of understanding) and once you sign an MOU – failure is not 
an option,” explains Neely.

Inventing a new paradigm and getting an entire industry on board
The ABA’s formal announcement came in a press conference in May 2006 
and was well-received by the public health community, including mainstream 
policymakers and others interested in doing “good things.” Neely re�ects, “It 
was an interesting new paradigm, for an NGO (nongovernment organization) 
and a major sector of the American economy to partner on something. It 
created a new set of responsibilities for the ABA to �gure out because we 
don’t put anything in a bottle, we’re not the ones who are going to sign a 
contract with a school. We’re not going to implement this. So, what is our 
role here in making sure that these ferocious competitors deliver on this 
commitment?”

One aspect of the ABA’s role was to champion the cause and communicate 
on a massive scale, beginning with the major beverage manufacturers – 
Coke, Dr Pepper and Pepsi – who have the lion’s share of the market and 
distribute through a whole system of independent bottlers. The bottlers – 
also members of the ABA – could choose not to participate so it became the 
role of each of these companies to communicate to its bottlers and 
distributors, and the ABA as “additional surround sound” on why the effort 
made so much sense to the organization and ultimately was good for 

business. “You use every platform at your disposal,” says Neely of her work 
during this time, which involved meeting with state beverage associations 
and individual bottlers, meeting after meeting, “talking and talking and 
talking, just getting the industry on board.”

The ABA also brought in an ombudsman, a deputy general counsel who 
helped alleviate any competitive concerns, for example, concerns that one 
competitor was honoring the agreement and another was not. The 
ombudsman could �eld calls from legal counsel of the ABA members. The 
agreement was that the beverage manufacturers would no longer sell 
full-calorie soft drinks in schools and in high schools where students had 
more options, they would be capped at 100 calories per 12 ounces. 

The �rst challenge with this was that the vending machines were not set up 
to vend 12 ounce containers. The machines had to be retro�tted to �t a 
different package size, new packages had to be created, products 
reformulated and contracts rewritten to address this new commitment – and 
all over the course of the next three years. The companies further had to train 
their marketing and sales teams about how to talk about this new portfolio 
that would change the school beverage landscape, and why the effort was 
underway. Part of that included revising all sales and marketing material. “So, 
it was a multi-million-dollar implementation paid for by the companies 
themselves to make this happen,” says Neely. “And we had to oversee that 
everyone was honoring a voluntary commitment.” 

The ABA also worked with the Alliance for a Healthier Generation to select an 
outside auditor to make sure progress was being made. As Neely points out, 
“Nobody’s metrics were set up to capture data the way we were looking at it. 
For example, they’re looking at how much of a particular beverage they sell, 
right? A whole system of captured information that didn’t exist had to be set 
up in conjunction with the auditor, so they could capture our progress.” The 
auditor selected has an industry-wide reputation for using multiple outside 
data sources to validate results. The Alliance for a Healthier Generation 
reviewed the �nal report to determine the work being done was effective and 
credible. 

The ABA also chose to focus on things it could control, which was changing 
the mix of products sold in schools vs. making a dent in obesity among the 
ninth-grade class at a school in Spring�eld, Illinois. In their later work with 
Michelle Obama, they agreed to put a standardized, uniform calorie label on 
the front of every can, bottle and pack. Making this change – as monumental 
as it was to ask the beverage manufacturers to give up this valuable real 
estate on the label – was in some ways easier than renegotiating contracts, 
retro�tting machines, and reformulating products. “I think that’s key,” says 
Neely, “because then you can get evaluated on your own work. We’re going 

to get evaluated on what we did, so did we do what we said we were going 
to do?”

Neely recalls a lot going on behind the scenes during that �rst year of the 
Guidelines, but by the second year, the initiative was gaining momentum, 
and by the third year the ABA and the major beverage companies had 
achieved a remarkable 88 percent reduction in beverage calories shipped to 
schools! A paid external advertising campaign ensued, to demonstrate to 
membership and the public that the industry had delivered on its 
commitment to change the school beverage landscape.

The credibility that comes from competitors working together 
The traditional thinking for corporations is mostly self-preserving and 
protective. Certainly companies don’t go out of their way to work with their 
competitors. But the school beverage effort proved that companies can put 
competition aside to work together and will get more credit in the world of 
public opinion for doing something worthy with their competitors. As Neely 
notes, “In our culture, people really understand the cola wars. It’s just part of 
the lore that’s understood. So, when they see those three trademarks, they 
say, ‘They did it together? They must mean it.’ There’s instantaneous 
credibility.” Neely goes on to explain that once Coke, Dr Pepper and Pepsi 
had successfully partnered to transform their school beverage offerings, this 
became a foundation for their own messaging on other initiatives. “It 
augments their credibility for whatever they continue to do.”

This is an achievement Neely is particularly proud of – bringing together 
these major competitors to make a massive shift in an industry to positively 
impact the lives of thousands of kids and families for years to come. But 
there were doubts at �rst, she concedes. After the �rst press conference with 
President Clinton and the �rst sit-down meeting a few weeks later, there was 
a sense of “Okay – now what are we going to do?”

“It was not immediately clear that this was going to be a huge success and 
that we would achieve anything at all,” says Neely, “So it’s been fun to see 
how it played out over time.” The effort in fact played out over multiple 
administrations, particularly as Michelle Obama focused on ending obesity in 
a generation as her platform. Neely recalls Mrs. Obama’s launch of her Let’s 
Move! campaign and the ABA being the �rst – and only - food industry group 
standing alongside her at the launch in February 2010. “Given how vocal our 
industry critics are,” she re�ects, “to be there, to be positioned in a credible 
way as part of the solution, it’s powerful. It’s very, very powerful for an 
association to have the ability to do that on behalf of its members.”

The CEO as tuning fork for the organization
The National School Beverage Guidelines initiative altered an entire industry – 
not to mention Neely’s capacity as a leader. She observes three major areas 
of growth in her own leadership: conviction, credibility and contribution. In 
the early days of the effort, Neely just happened to be new at the ABA, so in 
some ways, things just got done because she was new and pushing forward. 
People listened to what she had to say, and she listened to them.  Ultimately, 
they were able to work together to take an ambitious step forward, carving 
out a position as leaders among industry.  But Neely also now sees that what 
was gut instinct in the beginning is now a �rm conviction, intensi�ed and 
multiplied many times over based on her experiences with this effort. “I now 
don’t just think it’s right,” she says, “I know that this is essential to being 
successful.”

Neely also emphasizes the necessity and the power of an association leader 
having a �oor position – a strong, serious one – if they’re to be an effective 
advocate for and leader of an industry. She also recognizes the importance 
of metrics, transparency and having an independent third-party evaluation. 
You need data and risk assessment along with public opinion research to 
make a persuasive case. Neely identi�es all of this as part of the formula 
essential to creating maximum credibility.

And ultimately, she recognizes her own contribution to the industry, not to 
mention generations of schoolchildren. Neely saw something that others 
didn’t see at �rst. She knew there was something the ABA needed to be 
doing, to get in front of, to take a forward position on. Being able to take that 
stance and then do something monumental with it – essentially transforming 
the way an entire industry manufactures, bottles and distributes beverages in 
the school environment – laid the groundwork for future challenges, as well 
as leadership opportunities. Having the ability to look ahead, see things 
clearly, and develop a response is valuable in any kind of decision-making 
that leads to change. “Invariably,” says Neely, “things ripen. Issues ripen. 
People can’t always see what the CEO sees, but they’re going to see it 
eventually.”

Impact of beverage guidelines on internal strategy and resources
The National School Beverage Guidelines effort required a signi�cant 
investment of resources by the ABA. At least 50 percent of the organization’s 
effort is expended on advocacy, says Neely, who runs the internal working 
group for the Balance Calories Initiative – a 10-year commitment to reduce 
calories consumed from beverages by 20 percent per person nationally by 
2025. Internal working group meetings happen every week, as do weekly 
meetings with senior representatives from the beverage companies who 
negotiated this latest agreement signed in 2014. This commitment is now 
“baked into” the highest-level decision-making, says Neely, “So it’s worth 

their time to talk every Friday.” The discipline of regular meetings helps 
everyone stay on course and keeps the commitment alive.

Like all entrepreneurial efforts, Neely says the early days of changing culture 
and processes involved pulling people together and trying new things. 
Opinion research. Finding out what state legislatures were doing in terms of 
policy in this space. And were there policy options they wanted to test in their 
opinion research? And then of all of those things, what did they want to 
continue to replicate, and how would they build systems to support it? 
Through the process, Neely reorganized the staff at that time and formed an 
executive team of four senior vice presidents in charge of each major part of 
the business. She pulled this group together regularly to talk things through. 
“You need that executive tier to sound things out,” she says. “Since that 
time, we have reorganized once more, based on our needs, to create an 
executive team of three executive vice presidents, each with a very speci�c 
charge.  And through all of this, we now have a culture with the members of 
the executive team that they are very comfortable not only arguing with me 
but with each other as we’re trying to push toward the sharper strategic 
recommendation. We then built that with the companies as well so that 
there’s built-in task forces and working groups, some short-lived and some 
semi-permanent.” 

But how do you keep a 10-year commitment alive through multiple 
presidential administrations and upper management turnover at the 
member companies? 

Neely points to long-term support and a shared vision of how this 
commitment will play out across the industry and over time. A critical player 
at Coca-Cola just announced his retirement, for example, after being with the 
cola company for 30 years. Despite his departure, Neely is con�dent that the 
calorie reduction commitment is well embedded in the Coca-Cola 
decision-making structure and that his successor and other players will 
uphold the commitment. “I think there’s no backing down,” she says, “but 
you have to be purposeful about that as CEO.” 

Not all CEOs, as it were, were on board in the early days. One of the big 
lessons Neely learned early on is to not assume that when new players come 
on board, that they’re already in stride with the long-term vision. “To me it 
was just so obvious that this is how we did things, I didn’t think I should sit 
down and lay it out. [A new CEO] came to the �rst meeting like, ‘What’s all 
this? We’re talking about a new commitment with Michelle Obama?’ It 
created a brief hiccup that then was addressed.” It’s counter-intuitive to 
self-restrict business in a major market (schools) so Neely learned just how 
important it was to take time to talk with new people, so they see the value of 
the program.

From forward position to leaving a legacy
The American Beverage Association has since positioned itself as a leading 
promoter of balanced lifestyles with multiple change initiatives that include 
the Balance Calories Initiative through which Coca-Cola, Dr Pepper and 
Pepsi are working together to reduce sugar and calories from beverages in 
the American diet. This is the initiative to reduce Americans’ consumption of 
beverage calories by 20 percent per person nationally by 2025. You’ll 
recognize the initiative on vending machines and retail coolers with labels 
that read, “Balance What You Eat, Drink & Do” and “Calories Count. Check 
Then Choose.”

Because of this effort, you’ll also see industry’s innovation �rst-hand with 
new package sizes, such as mini-cans, and a wider range of zero-sugar and 
reduced-sugar options. Calorie information is also prominently displayed on 
each item.

Putting calories up front is part of the industry’s commitment with former 
First Lady Michelle Obama to clearly and boldly present calorie information to 
encourage consumers to “Check Then Choose,” presumably supporting 
them in making more informed decisions about the beverages they choose. 

The National School Beverage Guidelines initiative was so effective, driving 
what is now a more than 90 percent reduction in beverage calories shipped 
to schools, that it ultimately formed the basis for the beverage component of 
the USDA’s Smart Snacks in Schools regulations.  

As part of its current Balance Calories Initiative, the ABA, working with its 
members, has ”test and learn” efforts underway in a number of communities 
across the country with high obesity rates. The plan is to support consumers 
efforts to reduce their sugar by changing up the mix of beverages, making 
more smaller portion and zero- and reduced-sugar options available, and 
encouraging them to try something different. 

“I think we’ve made a real contribution to society,” says Neely, “but it has 
also strengthened our credibility and ability to be effective on behalf of these 
companies.”

Find out more about the American Beverage
Association’s leadership initiatives
and advocacy:

https://www.balanceus.org
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I recently had a chance to sit down with Susan Neely who began her tenure 
as president and CEO of the American Beverage Association (ABA) in May 
2005 at a time when there was tremendous tension around the sale of soft 
drinks and sugar-sweetened beverages in schools. Soon Neely will be 
making her transition to the president and CEO of the American Council of 
Life Insurers. This report covers the extraordinary work she did during her 
tenure at the ABA.

When Neely joined the American Beverage Association there was legislation 
being pursued at the state level that would put restrictions on the sale of 
these beverages to children in the school environment. Susan recognized 
that the ABA had a critical role to play – to oppose restrictions on the 
beverage business that her organization felt was not valid (some groups 
argued for no sale of these drinks in schools at all) – but to take a 
forward-leaning position and pose the question to itself: What should we be 
doing? And what’s the right thing to do? 

Neely, a mom herself with teenage children at home at the time, was 
particularly attuned to the issue. The answer for the ABA would lie with 
parents – especially moms who tend to be the gatekeepers to what their 
families eat and drink. “If your association’s members are some of the most 
valued consumer product companies in the world,” says Neely, “they didn’t 
get that way without listening to their consumers. So for us, what was really 
critical was asking parents, ‘what beverages do you think should be available 
to your children when they are in school and how can we, as an industry, 
support you?’”

The answer from parents was not what some activists would have wanted – 
which was that no one should ever have a Coca-Cola, Pepsi or Dr Pepper in 
their lives – but rather a more nuanced position. “Parents were saying, ‘Sure, 
our kids can have soft drinks. We just want some guidelines, particularly for 
our young children, around what they have access to when we’re not there in 
schools. We’d like there to be more controls.’ It’s really that simple. That led 
us to a policy that provided appropriate choices for elementary, middle and 
high schools.”

It turned out that for younger children below high school age, parents wanted 
very limited options, such as low-fat milk, 100% juice, and water. But for 
those in high school, parents were saying, “Well I’d be happy if the biggest 
concern I had was that my teen wanted to drink a Coke or Pepsi – but I’m 
concerned about many more things than that.” So, there was a debunking of 
this notion of soft drink intake as a major crisis. It was more about focusing 
on caloric intake, giving high school students the ability to make informed 
choices, but limiting those choices by providing only lower-calorie and/or 
smaller-portion options.

“You use every platform 
at your disposal,” says 
Neely of her work during 
this time, which involved 
meeting with state 
beverage associations 
and individual bottlers, 
meeting after meeting, 
“talking and talking and 
talking, just getting the 
industry on board.”

From commitment to credibility: Legislative (and presidential) buy-in
It all began with announcing a voluntary commitment to change the mix of 
what beverages were being sold in schools. While the announcement was 
well-received, it lacked credibility. “It was just us saying we were going to do 
it,” recalls Neely, “and it didn’t have enough heft in the context of the public 
policy debate at that time.”

It was suf�cient, however, to catch the attention of former President Bill 
Clinton. Through his emissaries, he contacted the ABA regarding a new 
entity he was putting together called the Alliance for a Healthier Generation, 
which would focus on healthier schools. Clinton found the ABA 
announcement intriguing and was interested in “going further” and working 
together. “That was really critical to have that kind of partner ultimately 
validate that what we were doing was meaningful,” says Neely.

In order to enter into a formal partnership with the Alliance for a Healthier 
Generation, which was founded by the American Heart Association and the 
William J. Clinton Foundation, the ABA had to commit to remove full-calorie 
soft drinks from schools over a very speci�c time frame of three school 
years. The organization also had to agree to have the program audited by an 
independent evaluator and provide public progress reports. “So, you now 
have some of the most valued trademarks in the world signing an MOU 
(memorandum of understanding) and once you sign an MOU – failure is not 
an option,” explains Neely.

Inventing a new paradigm and getting an entire industry on board
The ABA’s formal announcement came in a press conference in May 2006 
and was well-received by the public health community, including mainstream 
policymakers and others interested in doing “good things.” Neely re�ects, “It 
was an interesting new paradigm, for an NGO (nongovernment organization) 
and a major sector of the American economy to partner on something. It 
created a new set of responsibilities for the ABA to �gure out because we 
don’t put anything in a bottle, we’re not the ones who are going to sign a 
contract with a school. We’re not going to implement this. So, what is our 
role here in making sure that these ferocious competitors deliver on this 
commitment?”

One aspect of the ABA’s role was to champion the cause and communicate 
on a massive scale, beginning with the major beverage manufacturers – 
Coke, Dr Pepper and Pepsi – who have the lion’s share of the market and 
distribute through a whole system of independent bottlers. The bottlers – 
also members of the ABA – could choose not to participate so it became the 
role of each of these companies to communicate to its bottlers and 
distributors, and the ABA as “additional surround sound” on why the effort 
made so much sense to the organization and ultimately was good for 
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business. “You use every platform at your disposal,” says Neely of her work 
during this time, which involved meeting with state beverage associations 
and individual bottlers, meeting after meeting, “talking and talking and 
talking, just getting the industry on board.”

The ABA also brought in an ombudsman, a deputy general counsel who 
helped alleviate any competitive concerns, for example, concerns that one 
competitor was honoring the agreement and another was not. The 
ombudsman could �eld calls from legal counsel of the ABA members. The 
agreement was that the beverage manufacturers would no longer sell 
full-calorie soft drinks in schools and in high schools where students had 
more options, they would be capped at 100 calories per 12 ounces. 

The �rst challenge with this was that the vending machines were not set up 
to vend 12 ounce containers. The machines had to be retro�tted to �t a 
different package size, new packages had to be created, products 
reformulated and contracts rewritten to address this new commitment – and 
all over the course of the next three years. The companies further had to train 
their marketing and sales teams about how to talk about this new portfolio 
that would change the school beverage landscape, and why the effort was 
underway. Part of that included revising all sales and marketing material. “So, 
it was a multi-million-dollar implementation paid for by the companies 
themselves to make this happen,” says Neely. “And we had to oversee that 
everyone was honoring a voluntary commitment.” 

The ABA also worked with the Alliance for a Healthier Generation to select an 
outside auditor to make sure progress was being made. As Neely points out, 
“Nobody’s metrics were set up to capture data the way we were looking at it. 
For example, they’re looking at how much of a particular beverage they sell, 
right? A whole system of captured information that didn’t exist had to be set 
up in conjunction with the auditor, so they could capture our progress.” The 
auditor selected has an industry-wide reputation for using multiple outside 
data sources to validate results. The Alliance for a Healthier Generation 
reviewed the �nal report to determine the work being done was effective and 
credible. 

The ABA also chose to focus on things it could control, which was changing 
the mix of products sold in schools vs. making a dent in obesity among the 
ninth-grade class at a school in Spring�eld, Illinois. In their later work with 
Michelle Obama, they agreed to put a standardized, uniform calorie label on 
the front of every can, bottle and pack. Making this change – as monumental 
as it was to ask the beverage manufacturers to give up this valuable real 
estate on the label – was in some ways easier than renegotiating contracts, 
retro�tting machines, and reformulating products. “I think that’s key,” says 
Neely, “because then you can get evaluated on your own work. We’re going 

to get evaluated on what we did, so did we do what we said we were going 
to do?”

Neely recalls a lot going on behind the scenes during that �rst year of the 
Guidelines, but by the second year, the initiative was gaining momentum, 
and by the third year the ABA and the major beverage companies had 
achieved a remarkable 88 percent reduction in beverage calories shipped to 
schools! A paid external advertising campaign ensued, to demonstrate to 
membership and the public that the industry had delivered on its 
commitment to change the school beverage landscape.

The credibility that comes from competitors working together 
The traditional thinking for corporations is mostly self-preserving and 
protective. Certainly companies don’t go out of their way to work with their 
competitors. But the school beverage effort proved that companies can put 
competition aside to work together and will get more credit in the world of 
public opinion for doing something worthy with their competitors. As Neely 
notes, “In our culture, people really understand the cola wars. It’s just part of 
the lore that’s understood. So, when they see those three trademarks, they 
say, ‘They did it together? They must mean it.’ There’s instantaneous 
credibility.” Neely goes on to explain that once Coke, Dr Pepper and Pepsi 
had successfully partnered to transform their school beverage offerings, this 
became a foundation for their own messaging on other initiatives. “It 
augments their credibility for whatever they continue to do.”

This is an achievement Neely is particularly proud of – bringing together 
these major competitors to make a massive shift in an industry to positively 
impact the lives of thousands of kids and families for years to come. But 
there were doubts at �rst, she concedes. After the �rst press conference with 
President Clinton and the �rst sit-down meeting a few weeks later, there was 
a sense of “Okay – now what are we going to do?”

“It was not immediately clear that this was going to be a huge success and 
that we would achieve anything at all,” says Neely, “So it’s been fun to see 
how it played out over time.” The effort in fact played out over multiple 
administrations, particularly as Michelle Obama focused on ending obesity in 
a generation as her platform. Neely recalls Mrs. Obama’s launch of her Let’s 
Move! campaign and the ABA being the �rst – and only - food industry group 
standing alongside her at the launch in February 2010. “Given how vocal our 
industry critics are,” she re�ects, “to be there, to be positioned in a credible 
way as part of the solution, it’s powerful. It’s very, very powerful for an 
association to have the ability to do that on behalf of its members.”

The CEO as tuning fork for the organization
The National School Beverage Guidelines initiative altered an entire industry – 
not to mention Neely’s capacity as a leader. She observes three major areas 
of growth in her own leadership: conviction, credibility and contribution. In 
the early days of the effort, Neely just happened to be new at the ABA, so in 
some ways, things just got done because she was new and pushing forward. 
People listened to what she had to say, and she listened to them.  Ultimately, 
they were able to work together to take an ambitious step forward, carving 
out a position as leaders among industry.  But Neely also now sees that what 
was gut instinct in the beginning is now a �rm conviction, intensi�ed and 
multiplied many times over based on her experiences with this effort. “I now 
don’t just think it’s right,” she says, “I know that this is essential to being 
successful.”

Neely also emphasizes the necessity and the power of an association leader 
having a �oor position – a strong, serious one – if they’re to be an effective 
advocate for and leader of an industry. She also recognizes the importance 
of metrics, transparency and having an independent third-party evaluation. 
You need data and risk assessment along with public opinion research to 
make a persuasive case. Neely identi�es all of this as part of the formula 
essential to creating maximum credibility.

And ultimately, she recognizes her own contribution to the industry, not to 
mention generations of schoolchildren. Neely saw something that others 
didn’t see at �rst. She knew there was something the ABA needed to be 
doing, to get in front of, to take a forward position on. Being able to take that 
stance and then do something monumental with it – essentially transforming 
the way an entire industry manufactures, bottles and distributes beverages in 
the school environment – laid the groundwork for future challenges, as well 
as leadership opportunities. Having the ability to look ahead, see things 
clearly, and develop a response is valuable in any kind of decision-making 
that leads to change. “Invariably,” says Neely, “things ripen. Issues ripen. 
People can’t always see what the CEO sees, but they’re going to see it 
eventually.”

Impact of beverage guidelines on internal strategy and resources
The National School Beverage Guidelines effort required a signi�cant 
investment of resources by the ABA. At least 50 percent of the organization’s 
effort is expended on advocacy, says Neely, who runs the internal working 
group for the Balance Calories Initiative – a 10-year commitment to reduce 
calories consumed from beverages by 20 percent per person nationally by 
2025. Internal working group meetings happen every week, as do weekly 
meetings with senior representatives from the beverage companies who 
negotiated this latest agreement signed in 2014. This commitment is now 
“baked into” the highest-level decision-making, says Neely, “So it’s worth 

their time to talk every Friday.” The discipline of regular meetings helps 
everyone stay on course and keeps the commitment alive.

Like all entrepreneurial efforts, Neely says the early days of changing culture 
and processes involved pulling people together and trying new things. 
Opinion research. Finding out what state legislatures were doing in terms of 
policy in this space. And were there policy options they wanted to test in their 
opinion research? And then of all of those things, what did they want to 
continue to replicate, and how would they build systems to support it? 
Through the process, Neely reorganized the staff at that time and formed an 
executive team of four senior vice presidents in charge of each major part of 
the business. She pulled this group together regularly to talk things through. 
“You need that executive tier to sound things out,” she says. “Since that 
time, we have reorganized once more, based on our needs, to create an 
executive team of three executive vice presidents, each with a very speci�c 
charge.  And through all of this, we now have a culture with the members of 
the executive team that they are very comfortable not only arguing with me 
but with each other as we’re trying to push toward the sharper strategic 
recommendation. We then built that with the companies as well so that 
there’s built-in task forces and working groups, some short-lived and some 
semi-permanent.” 

But how do you keep a 10-year commitment alive through multiple 
presidential administrations and upper management turnover at the 
member companies? 

Neely points to long-term support and a shared vision of how this 
commitment will play out across the industry and over time. A critical player 
at Coca-Cola just announced his retirement, for example, after being with the 
cola company for 30 years. Despite his departure, Neely is con�dent that the 
calorie reduction commitment is well embedded in the Coca-Cola 
decision-making structure and that his successor and other players will 
uphold the commitment. “I think there’s no backing down,” she says, “but 
you have to be purposeful about that as CEO.” 

Not all CEOs, as it were, were on board in the early days. One of the big 
lessons Neely learned early on is to not assume that when new players come 
on board, that they’re already in stride with the long-term vision. “To me it 
was just so obvious that this is how we did things, I didn’t think I should sit 
down and lay it out. [A new CEO] came to the �rst meeting like, ‘What’s all 
this? We’re talking about a new commitment with Michelle Obama?’ It 
created a brief hiccup that then was addressed.” It’s counter-intuitive to 
self-restrict business in a major market (schools) so Neely learned just how 
important it was to take time to talk with new people, so they see the value of 
the program.

From forward position to leaving a legacy
The American Beverage Association has since positioned itself as a leading 
promoter of balanced lifestyles with multiple change initiatives that include 
the Balance Calories Initiative through which Coca-Cola, Dr Pepper and 
Pepsi are working together to reduce sugar and calories from beverages in 
the American diet. This is the initiative to reduce Americans’ consumption of 
beverage calories by 20 percent per person nationally by 2025. You’ll 
recognize the initiative on vending machines and retail coolers with labels 
that read, “Balance What You Eat, Drink & Do” and “Calories Count. Check 
Then Choose.”

Because of this effort, you’ll also see industry’s innovation �rst-hand with 
new package sizes, such as mini-cans, and a wider range of zero-sugar and 
reduced-sugar options. Calorie information is also prominently displayed on 
each item.

Putting calories up front is part of the industry’s commitment with former 
First Lady Michelle Obama to clearly and boldly present calorie information to 
encourage consumers to “Check Then Choose,” presumably supporting 
them in making more informed decisions about the beverages they choose. 

The National School Beverage Guidelines initiative was so effective, driving 
what is now a more than 90 percent reduction in beverage calories shipped 
to schools, that it ultimately formed the basis for the beverage component of 
the USDA’s Smart Snacks in Schools regulations.  

As part of its current Balance Calories Initiative, the ABA, working with its 
members, has ”test and learn” efforts underway in a number of communities 
across the country with high obesity rates. The plan is to support consumers 
efforts to reduce their sugar by changing up the mix of beverages, making 
more smaller portion and zero- and reduced-sugar options available, and 
encouraging them to try something different. 

“I think we’ve made a real contribution to society,” says Neely, “but it has 
also strengthened our credibility and ability to be effective on behalf of these 
companies.”

Find out more about the American Beverage
Association’s leadership initiatives
and advocacy:

https://www.balanceus.org
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I recently had a chance to sit down with Susan Neely who began her tenure 
as president and CEO of the American Beverage Association (ABA) in May 
2005 at a time when there was tremendous tension around the sale of soft 
drinks and sugar-sweetened beverages in schools. Soon Neely will be 
making her transition to the president and CEO of the American Council of 
Life Insurers. This report covers the extraordinary work she did during her 
tenure at the ABA.

When Neely joined the American Beverage Association there was legislation 
being pursued at the state level that would put restrictions on the sale of 
these beverages to children in the school environment. Susan recognized 
that the ABA had a critical role to play – to oppose restrictions on the 
beverage business that her organization felt was not valid (some groups 
argued for no sale of these drinks in schools at all) – but to take a 
forward-leaning position and pose the question to itself: What should we be 
doing? And what’s the right thing to do? 

Neely, a mom herself with teenage children at home at the time, was 
particularly attuned to the issue. The answer for the ABA would lie with 
parents – especially moms who tend to be the gatekeepers to what their 
families eat and drink. “If your association’s members are some of the most 
valued consumer product companies in the world,” says Neely, “they didn’t 
get that way without listening to their consumers. So for us, what was really 
critical was asking parents, ‘what beverages do you think should be available 
to your children when they are in school and how can we, as an industry, 
support you?’”

The answer from parents was not what some activists would have wanted – 
which was that no one should ever have a Coca-Cola, Pepsi or Dr Pepper in 
their lives – but rather a more nuanced position. “Parents were saying, ‘Sure, 
our kids can have soft drinks. We just want some guidelines, particularly for 
our young children, around what they have access to when we’re not there in 
schools. We’d like there to be more controls.’ It’s really that simple. That led 
us to a policy that provided appropriate choices for elementary, middle and 
high schools.”

It turned out that for younger children below high school age, parents wanted 
very limited options, such as low-fat milk, 100% juice, and water. But for 
those in high school, parents were saying, “Well I’d be happy if the biggest 
concern I had was that my teen wanted to drink a Coke or Pepsi – but I’m 
concerned about many more things than that.” So, there was a debunking of 
this notion of soft drink intake as a major crisis. It was more about focusing 
on caloric intake, giving high school students the ability to make informed 
choices, but limiting those choices by providing only lower-calorie and/or 
smaller-portion options.

“In our culture, people 
really understand the 
cola wars. It’s just part of 
the lore that’s 
understood. So, when 
they see those three 
trademarks, they say, 
‘They did it together? 
They must mean it.’ 
There’s instantaneous 
credibility.”

From commitment to credibility: Legislative (and presidential) buy-in
It all began with announcing a voluntary commitment to change the mix of 
what beverages were being sold in schools. While the announcement was 
well-received, it lacked credibility. “It was just us saying we were going to do 
it,” recalls Neely, “and it didn’t have enough heft in the context of the public 
policy debate at that time.”

It was suf�cient, however, to catch the attention of former President Bill 
Clinton. Through his emissaries, he contacted the ABA regarding a new 
entity he was putting together called the Alliance for a Healthier Generation, 
which would focus on healthier schools. Clinton found the ABA 
announcement intriguing and was interested in “going further” and working 
together. “That was really critical to have that kind of partner ultimately 
validate that what we were doing was meaningful,” says Neely.

In order to enter into a formal partnership with the Alliance for a Healthier 
Generation, which was founded by the American Heart Association and the 
William J. Clinton Foundation, the ABA had to commit to remove full-calorie 
soft drinks from schools over a very speci�c time frame of three school 
years. The organization also had to agree to have the program audited by an 
independent evaluator and provide public progress reports. “So, you now 
have some of the most valued trademarks in the world signing an MOU 
(memorandum of understanding) and once you sign an MOU – failure is not 
an option,” explains Neely.

Inventing a new paradigm and getting an entire industry on board
The ABA’s formal announcement came in a press conference in May 2006 
and was well-received by the public health community, including mainstream 
policymakers and others interested in doing “good things.” Neely re�ects, “It 
was an interesting new paradigm, for an NGO (nongovernment organization) 
and a major sector of the American economy to partner on something. It 
created a new set of responsibilities for the ABA to �gure out because we 
don’t put anything in a bottle, we’re not the ones who are going to sign a 
contract with a school. We’re not going to implement this. So, what is our 
role here in making sure that these ferocious competitors deliver on this 
commitment?”

One aspect of the ABA’s role was to champion the cause and communicate 
on a massive scale, beginning with the major beverage manufacturers – 
Coke, Dr Pepper and Pepsi – who have the lion’s share of the market and 
distribute through a whole system of independent bottlers. The bottlers – 
also members of the ABA – could choose not to participate so it became the 
role of each of these companies to communicate to its bottlers and 
distributors, and the ABA as “additional surround sound” on why the effort 
made so much sense to the organization and ultimately was good for 

business. “You use every platform at your disposal,” says Neely of her work 
during this time, which involved meeting with state beverage associations 
and individual bottlers, meeting after meeting, “talking and talking and 
talking, just getting the industry on board.”

The ABA also brought in an ombudsman, a deputy general counsel who 
helped alleviate any competitive concerns, for example, concerns that one 
competitor was honoring the agreement and another was not. The 
ombudsman could �eld calls from legal counsel of the ABA members. The 
agreement was that the beverage manufacturers would no longer sell 
full-calorie soft drinks in schools and in high schools where students had 
more options, they would be capped at 100 calories per 12 ounces. 

The �rst challenge with this was that the vending machines were not set up 
to vend 12 ounce containers. The machines had to be retro�tted to �t a 
different package size, new packages had to be created, products 
reformulated and contracts rewritten to address this new commitment – and 
all over the course of the next three years. The companies further had to train 
their marketing and sales teams about how to talk about this new portfolio 
that would change the school beverage landscape, and why the effort was 
underway. Part of that included revising all sales and marketing material. “So, 
it was a multi-million-dollar implementation paid for by the companies 
themselves to make this happen,” says Neely. “And we had to oversee that 
everyone was honoring a voluntary commitment.” 

The ABA also worked with the Alliance for a Healthier Generation to select an 
outside auditor to make sure progress was being made. As Neely points out, 
“Nobody’s metrics were set up to capture data the way we were looking at it. 
For example, they’re looking at how much of a particular beverage they sell, 
right? A whole system of captured information that didn’t exist had to be set 
up in conjunction with the auditor, so they could capture our progress.” The 
auditor selected has an industry-wide reputation for using multiple outside 
data sources to validate results. The Alliance for a Healthier Generation 
reviewed the �nal report to determine the work being done was effective and 
credible. 

The ABA also chose to focus on things it could control, which was changing 
the mix of products sold in schools vs. making a dent in obesity among the 
ninth-grade class at a school in Spring�eld, Illinois. In their later work with 
Michelle Obama, they agreed to put a standardized, uniform calorie label on 
the front of every can, bottle and pack. Making this change – as monumental 
as it was to ask the beverage manufacturers to give up this valuable real 
estate on the label – was in some ways easier than renegotiating contracts, 
retro�tting machines, and reformulating products. “I think that’s key,” says 
Neely, “because then you can get evaluated on your own work. We’re going 
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to get evaluated on what we did, so did we do what we said we were going 
to do?”

Neely recalls a lot going on behind the scenes during that �rst year of the 
Guidelines, but by the second year, the initiative was gaining momentum, 
and by the third year the ABA and the major beverage companies had 
achieved a remarkable 88 percent reduction in beverage calories shipped to 
schools! A paid external advertising campaign ensued, to demonstrate to 
membership and the public that the industry had delivered on its 
commitment to change the school beverage landscape.

The credibility that comes from competitors working together 
The traditional thinking for corporations is mostly self-preserving and 
protective. Certainly companies don’t go out of their way to work with their 
competitors. But the school beverage effort proved that companies can put 
competition aside to work together and will get more credit in the world of 
public opinion for doing something worthy with their competitors. As Neely 
notes, “In our culture, people really understand the cola wars. It’s just part of 
the lore that’s understood. So, when they see those three trademarks, they 
say, ‘They did it together? They must mean it.’ There’s instantaneous 
credibility.” Neely goes on to explain that once Coke, Dr Pepper and Pepsi 
had successfully partnered to transform their school beverage offerings, this 
became a foundation for their own messaging on other initiatives. “It 
augments their credibility for whatever they continue to do.”

This is an achievement Neely is particularly proud of – bringing together 
these major competitors to make a massive shift in an industry to positively 
impact the lives of thousands of kids and families for years to come. But 
there were doubts at �rst, she concedes. After the �rst press conference with 
President Clinton and the �rst sit-down meeting a few weeks later, there was 
a sense of “Okay – now what are we going to do?”

“It was not immediately clear that this was going to be a huge success and 
that we would achieve anything at all,” says Neely, “So it’s been fun to see 
how it played out over time.” The effort in fact played out over multiple 
administrations, particularly as Michelle Obama focused on ending obesity in 
a generation as her platform. Neely recalls Mrs. Obama’s launch of her Let’s 
Move! campaign and the ABA being the �rst – and only - food industry group 
standing alongside her at the launch in February 2010. “Given how vocal our 
industry critics are,” she re�ects, “to be there, to be positioned in a credible 
way as part of the solution, it’s powerful. It’s very, very powerful for an 
association to have the ability to do that on behalf of its members.”

The CEO as tuning fork for the organization
The National School Beverage Guidelines initiative altered an entire industry – 
not to mention Neely’s capacity as a leader. She observes three major areas 
of growth in her own leadership: conviction, credibility and contribution. In 
the early days of the effort, Neely just happened to be new at the ABA, so in 
some ways, things just got done because she was new and pushing forward. 
People listened to what she had to say, and she listened to them.  Ultimately, 
they were able to work together to take an ambitious step forward, carving 
out a position as leaders among industry.  But Neely also now sees that what 
was gut instinct in the beginning is now a �rm conviction, intensi�ed and 
multiplied many times over based on her experiences with this effort. “I now 
don’t just think it’s right,” she says, “I know that this is essential to being 
successful.”

Neely also emphasizes the necessity and the power of an association leader 
having a �oor position – a strong, serious one – if they’re to be an effective 
advocate for and leader of an industry. She also recognizes the importance 
of metrics, transparency and having an independent third-party evaluation. 
You need data and risk assessment along with public opinion research to 
make a persuasive case. Neely identi�es all of this as part of the formula 
essential to creating maximum credibility.

And ultimately, she recognizes her own contribution to the industry, not to 
mention generations of schoolchildren. Neely saw something that others 
didn’t see at �rst. She knew there was something the ABA needed to be 
doing, to get in front of, to take a forward position on. Being able to take that 
stance and then do something monumental with it – essentially transforming 
the way an entire industry manufactures, bottles and distributes beverages in 
the school environment – laid the groundwork for future challenges, as well 
as leadership opportunities. Having the ability to look ahead, see things 
clearly, and develop a response is valuable in any kind of decision-making 
that leads to change. “Invariably,” says Neely, “things ripen. Issues ripen. 
People can’t always see what the CEO sees, but they’re going to see it 
eventually.”

Impact of beverage guidelines on internal strategy and resources
The National School Beverage Guidelines effort required a signi�cant 
investment of resources by the ABA. At least 50 percent of the organization’s 
effort is expended on advocacy, says Neely, who runs the internal working 
group for the Balance Calories Initiative – a 10-year commitment to reduce 
calories consumed from beverages by 20 percent per person nationally by 
2025. Internal working group meetings happen every week, as do weekly 
meetings with senior representatives from the beverage companies who 
negotiated this latest agreement signed in 2014. This commitment is now 
“baked into” the highest-level decision-making, says Neely, “So it’s worth 

their time to talk every Friday.” The discipline of regular meetings helps 
everyone stay on course and keeps the commitment alive.

Like all entrepreneurial efforts, Neely says the early days of changing culture 
and processes involved pulling people together and trying new things. 
Opinion research. Finding out what state legislatures were doing in terms of 
policy in this space. And were there policy options they wanted to test in their 
opinion research? And then of all of those things, what did they want to 
continue to replicate, and how would they build systems to support it? 
Through the process, Neely reorganized the staff at that time and formed an 
executive team of four senior vice presidents in charge of each major part of 
the business. She pulled this group together regularly to talk things through. 
“You need that executive tier to sound things out,” she says. “Since that 
time, we have reorganized once more, based on our needs, to create an 
executive team of three executive vice presidents, each with a very speci�c 
charge.  And through all of this, we now have a culture with the members of 
the executive team that they are very comfortable not only arguing with me 
but with each other as we’re trying to push toward the sharper strategic 
recommendation. We then built that with the companies as well so that 
there’s built-in task forces and working groups, some short-lived and some 
semi-permanent.” 

But how do you keep a 10-year commitment alive through multiple 
presidential administrations and upper management turnover at the 
member companies? 

Neely points to long-term support and a shared vision of how this 
commitment will play out across the industry and over time. A critical player 
at Coca-Cola just announced his retirement, for example, after being with the 
cola company for 30 years. Despite his departure, Neely is con�dent that the 
calorie reduction commitment is well embedded in the Coca-Cola 
decision-making structure and that his successor and other players will 
uphold the commitment. “I think there’s no backing down,” she says, “but 
you have to be purposeful about that as CEO.” 

Not all CEOs, as it were, were on board in the early days. One of the big 
lessons Neely learned early on is to not assume that when new players come 
on board, that they’re already in stride with the long-term vision. “To me it 
was just so obvious that this is how we did things, I didn’t think I should sit 
down and lay it out. [A new CEO] came to the �rst meeting like, ‘What’s all 
this? We’re talking about a new commitment with Michelle Obama?’ It 
created a brief hiccup that then was addressed.” It’s counter-intuitive to 
self-restrict business in a major market (schools) so Neely learned just how 
important it was to take time to talk with new people, so they see the value of 
the program.

From forward position to leaving a legacy
The American Beverage Association has since positioned itself as a leading 
promoter of balanced lifestyles with multiple change initiatives that include 
the Balance Calories Initiative through which Coca-Cola, Dr Pepper and 
Pepsi are working together to reduce sugar and calories from beverages in 
the American diet. This is the initiative to reduce Americans’ consumption of 
beverage calories by 20 percent per person nationally by 2025. You’ll 
recognize the initiative on vending machines and retail coolers with labels 
that read, “Balance What You Eat, Drink & Do” and “Calories Count. Check 
Then Choose.”

Because of this effort, you’ll also see industry’s innovation �rst-hand with 
new package sizes, such as mini-cans, and a wider range of zero-sugar and 
reduced-sugar options. Calorie information is also prominently displayed on 
each item.

Putting calories up front is part of the industry’s commitment with former 
First Lady Michelle Obama to clearly and boldly present calorie information to 
encourage consumers to “Check Then Choose,” presumably supporting 
them in making more informed decisions about the beverages they choose. 

The National School Beverage Guidelines initiative was so effective, driving 
what is now a more than 90 percent reduction in beverage calories shipped 
to schools, that it ultimately formed the basis for the beverage component of 
the USDA’s Smart Snacks in Schools regulations.  

As part of its current Balance Calories Initiative, the ABA, working with its 
members, has ”test and learn” efforts underway in a number of communities 
across the country with high obesity rates. The plan is to support consumers 
efforts to reduce their sugar by changing up the mix of beverages, making 
more smaller portion and zero- and reduced-sugar options available, and 
encouraging them to try something different. 

“I think we’ve made a real contribution to society,” says Neely, “but it has 
also strengthened our credibility and ability to be effective on behalf of these 
companies.”

Find out more about the American Beverage
Association’s leadership initiatives
and advocacy:

https://www.balanceus.org
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I recently had a chance to sit down with Susan Neely who began her tenure 
as president and CEO of the American Beverage Association (ABA) in May 
2005 at a time when there was tremendous tension around the sale of soft 
drinks and sugar-sweetened beverages in schools. Soon Neely will be 
making her transition to the president and CEO of the American Council of 
Life Insurers. This report covers the extraordinary work she did during her 
tenure at the ABA.

When Neely joined the American Beverage Association there was legislation 
being pursued at the state level that would put restrictions on the sale of 
these beverages to children in the school environment. Susan recognized 
that the ABA had a critical role to play – to oppose restrictions on the 
beverage business that her organization felt was not valid (some groups 
argued for no sale of these drinks in schools at all) – but to take a 
forward-leaning position and pose the question to itself: What should we be 
doing? And what’s the right thing to do? 

Neely, a mom herself with teenage children at home at the time, was 
particularly attuned to the issue. The answer for the ABA would lie with 
parents – especially moms who tend to be the gatekeepers to what their 
families eat and drink. “If your association’s members are some of the most 
valued consumer product companies in the world,” says Neely, “they didn’t 
get that way without listening to their consumers. So for us, what was really 
critical was asking parents, ‘what beverages do you think should be available 
to your children when they are in school and how can we, as an industry, 
support you?’”

The answer from parents was not what some activists would have wanted – 
which was that no one should ever have a Coca-Cola, Pepsi or Dr Pepper in 
their lives – but rather a more nuanced position. “Parents were saying, ‘Sure, 
our kids can have soft drinks. We just want some guidelines, particularly for 
our young children, around what they have access to when we’re not there in 
schools. We’d like there to be more controls.’ It’s really that simple. That led 
us to a policy that provided appropriate choices for elementary, middle and 
high schools.”

It turned out that for younger children below high school age, parents wanted 
very limited options, such as low-fat milk, 100% juice, and water. But for 
those in high school, parents were saying, “Well I’d be happy if the biggest 
concern I had was that my teen wanted to drink a Coke or Pepsi – but I’m 
concerned about many more things than that.” So, there was a debunking of 
this notion of soft drink intake as a major crisis. It was more about focusing 
on caloric intake, giving high school students the ability to make informed 
choices, but limiting those choices by providing only lower-calorie and/or 
smaller-portion options.

From commitment to credibility: Legislative (and presidential) buy-in
It all began with announcing a voluntary commitment to change the mix of 
what beverages were being sold in schools. While the announcement was 
well-received, it lacked credibility. “It was just us saying we were going to do 
it,” recalls Neely, “and it didn’t have enough heft in the context of the public 
policy debate at that time.”

It was suf�cient, however, to catch the attention of former President Bill 
Clinton. Through his emissaries, he contacted the ABA regarding a new 
entity he was putting together called the Alliance for a Healthier Generation, 
which would focus on healthier schools. Clinton found the ABA 
announcement intriguing and was interested in “going further” and working 
together. “That was really critical to have that kind of partner ultimately 
validate that what we were doing was meaningful,” says Neely.

In order to enter into a formal partnership with the Alliance for a Healthier 
Generation, which was founded by the American Heart Association and the 
William J. Clinton Foundation, the ABA had to commit to remove full-calorie 
soft drinks from schools over a very speci�c time frame of three school 
years. The organization also had to agree to have the program audited by an 
independent evaluator and provide public progress reports. “So, you now 
have some of the most valued trademarks in the world signing an MOU 
(memorandum of understanding) and once you sign an MOU – failure is not 
an option,” explains Neely.

Inventing a new paradigm and getting an entire industry on board
The ABA’s formal announcement came in a press conference in May 2006 
and was well-received by the public health community, including mainstream 
policymakers and others interested in doing “good things.” Neely re�ects, “It 
was an interesting new paradigm, for an NGO (nongovernment organization) 
and a major sector of the American economy to partner on something. It 
created a new set of responsibilities for the ABA to �gure out because we 
don’t put anything in a bottle, we’re not the ones who are going to sign a 
contract with a school. We’re not going to implement this. So, what is our 
role here in making sure that these ferocious competitors deliver on this 
commitment?”

One aspect of the ABA’s role was to champion the cause and communicate 
on a massive scale, beginning with the major beverage manufacturers – 
Coke, Dr Pepper and Pepsi – who have the lion’s share of the market and 
distribute through a whole system of independent bottlers. The bottlers – 
also members of the ABA – could choose not to participate so it became the 
role of each of these companies to communicate to its bottlers and 
distributors, and the ABA as “additional surround sound” on why the effort 
made so much sense to the organization and ultimately was good for 

business. “You use every platform at your disposal,” says Neely of her work 
during this time, which involved meeting with state beverage associations 
and individual bottlers, meeting after meeting, “talking and talking and 
talking, just getting the industry on board.”

The ABA also brought in an ombudsman, a deputy general counsel who 
helped alleviate any competitive concerns, for example, concerns that one 
competitor was honoring the agreement and another was not. The 
ombudsman could �eld calls from legal counsel of the ABA members. The 
agreement was that the beverage manufacturers would no longer sell 
full-calorie soft drinks in schools and in high schools where students had 
more options, they would be capped at 100 calories per 12 ounces. 

The �rst challenge with this was that the vending machines were not set up 
to vend 12 ounce containers. The machines had to be retro�tted to �t a 
different package size, new packages had to be created, products 
reformulated and contracts rewritten to address this new commitment – and 
all over the course of the next three years. The companies further had to train 
their marketing and sales teams about how to talk about this new portfolio 
that would change the school beverage landscape, and why the effort was 
underway. Part of that included revising all sales and marketing material. “So, 
it was a multi-million-dollar implementation paid for by the companies 
themselves to make this happen,” says Neely. “And we had to oversee that 
everyone was honoring a voluntary commitment.” 

The ABA also worked with the Alliance for a Healthier Generation to select an 
outside auditor to make sure progress was being made. As Neely points out, 
“Nobody’s metrics were set up to capture data the way we were looking at it. 
For example, they’re looking at how much of a particular beverage they sell, 
right? A whole system of captured information that didn’t exist had to be set 
up in conjunction with the auditor, so they could capture our progress.” The 
auditor selected has an industry-wide reputation for using multiple outside 
data sources to validate results. The Alliance for a Healthier Generation 
reviewed the �nal report to determine the work being done was effective and 
credible. 

The ABA also chose to focus on things it could control, which was changing 
the mix of products sold in schools vs. making a dent in obesity among the 
ninth-grade class at a school in Spring�eld, Illinois. In their later work with 
Michelle Obama, they agreed to put a standardized, uniform calorie label on 
the front of every can, bottle and pack. Making this change – as monumental 
as it was to ask the beverage manufacturers to give up this valuable real 
estate on the label – was in some ways easier than renegotiating contracts, 
retro�tting machines, and reformulating products. “I think that’s key,” says 
Neely, “because then you can get evaluated on your own work. We’re going 

to get evaluated on what we did, so did we do what we said we were going 
to do?”

Neely recalls a lot going on behind the scenes during that �rst year of the 
Guidelines, but by the second year, the initiative was gaining momentum, 
and by the third year the ABA and the major beverage companies had 
achieved a remarkable 88 percent reduction in beverage calories shipped to 
schools! A paid external advertising campaign ensued, to demonstrate to 
membership and the public that the industry had delivered on its 
commitment to change the school beverage landscape.

The credibility that comes from competitors working together 
The traditional thinking for corporations is mostly self-preserving and 
protective. Certainly companies don’t go out of their way to work with their 
competitors. But the school beverage effort proved that companies can put 
competition aside to work together and will get more credit in the world of 
public opinion for doing something worthy with their competitors. As Neely 
notes, “In our culture, people really understand the cola wars. It’s just part of 
the lore that’s understood. So, when they see those three trademarks, they 
say, ‘They did it together? They must mean it.’ There’s instantaneous 
credibility.” Neely goes on to explain that once Coke, Dr Pepper and Pepsi 
had successfully partnered to transform their school beverage offerings, this 
became a foundation for their own messaging on other initiatives. “It 
augments their credibility for whatever they continue to do.”

This is an achievement Neely is particularly proud of – bringing together 
these major competitors to make a massive shift in an industry to positively 
impact the lives of thousands of kids and families for years to come. But 
there were doubts at �rst, she concedes. After the �rst press conference with 
President Clinton and the �rst sit-down meeting a few weeks later, there was 
a sense of “Okay – now what are we going to do?”

“It was not immediately clear that this was going to be a huge success and 
that we would achieve anything at all,” says Neely, “So it’s been fun to see 
how it played out over time.” The effort in fact played out over multiple 
administrations, particularly as Michelle Obama focused on ending obesity in 
a generation as her platform. Neely recalls Mrs. Obama’s launch of her Let’s 
Move! campaign and the ABA being the �rst – and only - food industry group 
standing alongside her at the launch in February 2010. “Given how vocal our 
industry critics are,” she re�ects, “to be there, to be positioned in a credible 
way as part of the solution, it’s powerful. It’s very, very powerful for an 
association to have the ability to do that on behalf of its members.”

The National School 
Beverage Guidelines 
initiative altered an entire 
industry – not to mention 
Neely’s capacity as a 
leader. She observes 
three major areas of 
growth in her own 
leadership: conviction, 
credibility and 
contribution.
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The CEO as tuning fork for the organization
The National School Beverage Guidelines initiative altered an entire industry – 
not to mention Neely’s capacity as a leader. She observes three major areas 
of growth in her own leadership: conviction, credibility and contribution. In 
the early days of the effort, Neely just happened to be new at the ABA, so in 
some ways, things just got done because she was new and pushing forward. 
People listened to what she had to say, and she listened to them.  Ultimately, 
they were able to work together to take an ambitious step forward, carving 
out a position as leaders among industry.  But Neely also now sees that what 
was gut instinct in the beginning is now a �rm conviction, intensi�ed and 
multiplied many times over based on her experiences with this effort. “I now 
don’t just think it’s right,” she says, “I know that this is essential to being 
successful.”

Neely also emphasizes the necessity and the power of an association leader 
having a �oor position – a strong, serious one – if they’re to be an effective 
advocate for and leader of an industry. She also recognizes the importance 
of metrics, transparency and having an independent third-party evaluation. 
You need data and risk assessment along with public opinion research to 
make a persuasive case. Neely identi�es all of this as part of the formula 
essential to creating maximum credibility.

And ultimately, she recognizes her own contribution to the industry, not to 
mention generations of schoolchildren. Neely saw something that others 
didn’t see at �rst. She knew there was something the ABA needed to be 
doing, to get in front of, to take a forward position on. Being able to take that 
stance and then do something monumental with it – essentially transforming 
the way an entire industry manufactures, bottles and distributes beverages in 
the school environment – laid the groundwork for future challenges, as well 
as leadership opportunities. Having the ability to look ahead, see things 
clearly, and develop a response is valuable in any kind of decision-making 
that leads to change. “Invariably,” says Neely, “things ripen. Issues ripen. 
People can’t always see what the CEO sees, but they’re going to see it 
eventually.”

Impact of beverage guidelines on internal strategy and resources
The National School Beverage Guidelines effort required a signi�cant 
investment of resources by the ABA. At least 50 percent of the organization’s 
effort is expended on advocacy, says Neely, who runs the internal working 
group for the Balance Calories Initiative – a 10-year commitment to reduce 
calories consumed from beverages by 20 percent per person nationally by 
2025. Internal working group meetings happen every week, as do weekly 
meetings with senior representatives from the beverage companies who 
negotiated this latest agreement signed in 2014. This commitment is now 
“baked into” the highest-level decision-making, says Neely, “So it’s worth 

their time to talk every Friday.” The discipline of regular meetings helps 
everyone stay on course and keeps the commitment alive.

Like all entrepreneurial efforts, Neely says the early days of changing culture 
and processes involved pulling people together and trying new things. 
Opinion research. Finding out what state legislatures were doing in terms of 
policy in this space. And were there policy options they wanted to test in their 
opinion research? And then of all of those things, what did they want to 
continue to replicate, and how would they build systems to support it? 
Through the process, Neely reorganized the staff at that time and formed an 
executive team of four senior vice presidents in charge of each major part of 
the business. She pulled this group together regularly to talk things through. 
“You need that executive tier to sound things out,” she says. “Since that 
time, we have reorganized once more, based on our needs, to create an 
executive team of three executive vice presidents, each with a very speci�c 
charge.  And through all of this, we now have a culture with the members of 
the executive team that they are very comfortable not only arguing with me 
but with each other as we’re trying to push toward the sharper strategic 
recommendation. We then built that with the companies as well so that 
there’s built-in task forces and working groups, some short-lived and some 
semi-permanent.” 

But how do you keep a 10-year commitment alive through multiple 
presidential administrations and upper management turnover at the 
member companies? 

Neely points to long-term support and a shared vision of how this 
commitment will play out across the industry and over time. A critical player 
at Coca-Cola just announced his retirement, for example, after being with the 
cola company for 30 years. Despite his departure, Neely is con�dent that the 
calorie reduction commitment is well embedded in the Coca-Cola 
decision-making structure and that his successor and other players will 
uphold the commitment. “I think there’s no backing down,” she says, “but 
you have to be purposeful about that as CEO.” 

Not all CEOs, as it were, were on board in the early days. One of the big 
lessons Neely learned early on is to not assume that when new players come 
on board, that they’re already in stride with the long-term vision. “To me it 
was just so obvious that this is how we did things, I didn’t think I should sit 
down and lay it out. [A new CEO] came to the �rst meeting like, ‘What’s all 
this? We’re talking about a new commitment with Michelle Obama?’ It 
created a brief hiccup that then was addressed.” It’s counter-intuitive to 
self-restrict business in a major market (schools) so Neely learned just how 
important it was to take time to talk with new people, so they see the value of 
the program.

From forward position to leaving a legacy
The American Beverage Association has since positioned itself as a leading 
promoter of balanced lifestyles with multiple change initiatives that include 
the Balance Calories Initiative through which Coca-Cola, Dr Pepper and 
Pepsi are working together to reduce sugar and calories from beverages in 
the American diet. This is the initiative to reduce Americans’ consumption of 
beverage calories by 20 percent per person nationally by 2025. You’ll 
recognize the initiative on vending machines and retail coolers with labels 
that read, “Balance What You Eat, Drink & Do” and “Calories Count. Check 
Then Choose.”

Because of this effort, you’ll also see industry’s innovation �rst-hand with 
new package sizes, such as mini-cans, and a wider range of zero-sugar and 
reduced-sugar options. Calorie information is also prominently displayed on 
each item.

Putting calories up front is part of the industry’s commitment with former 
First Lady Michelle Obama to clearly and boldly present calorie information to 
encourage consumers to “Check Then Choose,” presumably supporting 
them in making more informed decisions about the beverages they choose. 

The National School Beverage Guidelines initiative was so effective, driving 
what is now a more than 90 percent reduction in beverage calories shipped 
to schools, that it ultimately formed the basis for the beverage component of 
the USDA’s Smart Snacks in Schools regulations.  

As part of its current Balance Calories Initiative, the ABA, working with its 
members, has ”test and learn” efforts underway in a number of communities 
across the country with high obesity rates. The plan is to support consumers 
efforts to reduce their sugar by changing up the mix of beverages, making 
more smaller portion and zero- and reduced-sugar options available, and 
encouraging them to try something different. 

“I think we’ve made a real contribution to society,” says Neely, “but it has 
also strengthened our credibility and ability to be effective on behalf of these 
companies.”

Find out more about the American Beverage
Association’s leadership initiatives
and advocacy:

https://www.balanceus.org
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I recently had a chance to sit down with Susan Neely who began her tenure 
as president and CEO of the American Beverage Association (ABA) in May 
2005 at a time when there was tremendous tension around the sale of soft 
drinks and sugar-sweetened beverages in schools. Soon Neely will be 
making her transition to the president and CEO of the American Council of 
Life Insurers. This report covers the extraordinary work she did during her 
tenure at the ABA.

When Neely joined the American Beverage Association there was legislation 
being pursued at the state level that would put restrictions on the sale of 
these beverages to children in the school environment. Susan recognized 
that the ABA had a critical role to play – to oppose restrictions on the 
beverage business that her organization felt was not valid (some groups 
argued for no sale of these drinks in schools at all) – but to take a 
forward-leaning position and pose the question to itself: What should we be 
doing? And what’s the right thing to do? 

Neely, a mom herself with teenage children at home at the time, was 
particularly attuned to the issue. The answer for the ABA would lie with 
parents – especially moms who tend to be the gatekeepers to what their 
families eat and drink. “If your association’s members are some of the most 
valued consumer product companies in the world,” says Neely, “they didn’t 
get that way without listening to their consumers. So for us, what was really 
critical was asking parents, ‘what beverages do you think should be available 
to your children when they are in school and how can we, as an industry, 
support you?’”

The answer from parents was not what some activists would have wanted – 
which was that no one should ever have a Coca-Cola, Pepsi or Dr Pepper in 
their lives – but rather a more nuanced position. “Parents were saying, ‘Sure, 
our kids can have soft drinks. We just want some guidelines, particularly for 
our young children, around what they have access to when we’re not there in 
schools. We’d like there to be more controls.’ It’s really that simple. That led 
us to a policy that provided appropriate choices for elementary, middle and 
high schools.”

It turned out that for younger children below high school age, parents wanted 
very limited options, such as low-fat milk, 100% juice, and water. But for 
those in high school, parents were saying, “Well I’d be happy if the biggest 
concern I had was that my teen wanted to drink a Coke or Pepsi – but I’m 
concerned about many more things than that.” So, there was a debunking of 
this notion of soft drink intake as a major crisis. It was more about focusing 
on caloric intake, giving high school students the ability to make informed 
choices, but limiting those choices by providing only lower-calorie and/or 
smaller-portion options.

From commitment to credibility: Legislative (and presidential) buy-in
It all began with announcing a voluntary commitment to change the mix of 
what beverages were being sold in schools. While the announcement was 
well-received, it lacked credibility. “It was just us saying we were going to do 
it,” recalls Neely, “and it didn’t have enough heft in the context of the public 
policy debate at that time.”

It was suf�cient, however, to catch the attention of former President Bill 
Clinton. Through his emissaries, he contacted the ABA regarding a new 
entity he was putting together called the Alliance for a Healthier Generation, 
which would focus on healthier schools. Clinton found the ABA 
announcement intriguing and was interested in “going further” and working 
together. “That was really critical to have that kind of partner ultimately 
validate that what we were doing was meaningful,” says Neely.

In order to enter into a formal partnership with the Alliance for a Healthier 
Generation, which was founded by the American Heart Association and the 
William J. Clinton Foundation, the ABA had to commit to remove full-calorie 
soft drinks from schools over a very speci�c time frame of three school 
years. The organization also had to agree to have the program audited by an 
independent evaluator and provide public progress reports. “So, you now 
have some of the most valued trademarks in the world signing an MOU 
(memorandum of understanding) and once you sign an MOU – failure is not 
an option,” explains Neely.

Inventing a new paradigm and getting an entire industry on board
The ABA’s formal announcement came in a press conference in May 2006 
and was well-received by the public health community, including mainstream 
policymakers and others interested in doing “good things.” Neely re�ects, “It 
was an interesting new paradigm, for an NGO (nongovernment organization) 
and a major sector of the American economy to partner on something. It 
created a new set of responsibilities for the ABA to �gure out because we 
don’t put anything in a bottle, we’re not the ones who are going to sign a 
contract with a school. We’re not going to implement this. So, what is our 
role here in making sure that these ferocious competitors deliver on this 
commitment?”

One aspect of the ABA’s role was to champion the cause and communicate 
on a massive scale, beginning with the major beverage manufacturers – 
Coke, Dr Pepper and Pepsi – who have the lion’s share of the market and 
distribute through a whole system of independent bottlers. The bottlers – 
also members of the ABA – could choose not to participate so it became the 
role of each of these companies to communicate to its bottlers and 
distributors, and the ABA as “additional surround sound” on why the effort 
made so much sense to the organization and ultimately was good for 

business. “You use every platform at your disposal,” says Neely of her work 
during this time, which involved meeting with state beverage associations 
and individual bottlers, meeting after meeting, “talking and talking and 
talking, just getting the industry on board.”

The ABA also brought in an ombudsman, a deputy general counsel who 
helped alleviate any competitive concerns, for example, concerns that one 
competitor was honoring the agreement and another was not. The 
ombudsman could �eld calls from legal counsel of the ABA members. The 
agreement was that the beverage manufacturers would no longer sell 
full-calorie soft drinks in schools and in high schools where students had 
more options, they would be capped at 100 calories per 12 ounces. 

The �rst challenge with this was that the vending machines were not set up 
to vend 12 ounce containers. The machines had to be retro�tted to �t a 
different package size, new packages had to be created, products 
reformulated and contracts rewritten to address this new commitment – and 
all over the course of the next three years. The companies further had to train 
their marketing and sales teams about how to talk about this new portfolio 
that would change the school beverage landscape, and why the effort was 
underway. Part of that included revising all sales and marketing material. “So, 
it was a multi-million-dollar implementation paid for by the companies 
themselves to make this happen,” says Neely. “And we had to oversee that 
everyone was honoring a voluntary commitment.” 

The ABA also worked with the Alliance for a Healthier Generation to select an 
outside auditor to make sure progress was being made. As Neely points out, 
“Nobody’s metrics were set up to capture data the way we were looking at it. 
For example, they’re looking at how much of a particular beverage they sell, 
right? A whole system of captured information that didn’t exist had to be set 
up in conjunction with the auditor, so they could capture our progress.” The 
auditor selected has an industry-wide reputation for using multiple outside 
data sources to validate results. The Alliance for a Healthier Generation 
reviewed the �nal report to determine the work being done was effective and 
credible. 

The ABA also chose to focus on things it could control, which was changing 
the mix of products sold in schools vs. making a dent in obesity among the 
ninth-grade class at a school in Spring�eld, Illinois. In their later work with 
Michelle Obama, they agreed to put a standardized, uniform calorie label on 
the front of every can, bottle and pack. Making this change – as monumental 
as it was to ask the beverage manufacturers to give up this valuable real 
estate on the label – was in some ways easier than renegotiating contracts, 
retro�tting machines, and reformulating products. “I think that’s key,” says 
Neely, “because then you can get evaluated on your own work. We’re going 

to get evaluated on what we did, so did we do what we said we were going 
to do?”

Neely recalls a lot going on behind the scenes during that �rst year of the 
Guidelines, but by the second year, the initiative was gaining momentum, 
and by the third year the ABA and the major beverage companies had 
achieved a remarkable 88 percent reduction in beverage calories shipped to 
schools! A paid external advertising campaign ensued, to demonstrate to 
membership and the public that the industry had delivered on its 
commitment to change the school beverage landscape.

The credibility that comes from competitors working together 
The traditional thinking for corporations is mostly self-preserving and 
protective. Certainly companies don’t go out of their way to work with their 
competitors. But the school beverage effort proved that companies can put 
competition aside to work together and will get more credit in the world of 
public opinion for doing something worthy with their competitors. As Neely 
notes, “In our culture, people really understand the cola wars. It’s just part of 
the lore that’s understood. So, when they see those three trademarks, they 
say, ‘They did it together? They must mean it.’ There’s instantaneous 
credibility.” Neely goes on to explain that once Coke, Dr Pepper and Pepsi 
had successfully partnered to transform their school beverage offerings, this 
became a foundation for their own messaging on other initiatives. “It 
augments their credibility for whatever they continue to do.”

This is an achievement Neely is particularly proud of – bringing together 
these major competitors to make a massive shift in an industry to positively 
impact the lives of thousands of kids and families for years to come. But 
there were doubts at �rst, she concedes. After the �rst press conference with 
President Clinton and the �rst sit-down meeting a few weeks later, there was 
a sense of “Okay – now what are we going to do?”

“It was not immediately clear that this was going to be a huge success and 
that we would achieve anything at all,” says Neely, “So it’s been fun to see 
how it played out over time.” The effort in fact played out over multiple 
administrations, particularly as Michelle Obama focused on ending obesity in 
a generation as her platform. Neely recalls Mrs. Obama’s launch of her Let’s 
Move! campaign and the ABA being the �rst – and only - food industry group 
standing alongside her at the launch in February 2010. “Given how vocal our 
industry critics are,” she re�ects, “to be there, to be positioned in a credible 
way as part of the solution, it’s powerful. It’s very, very powerful for an 
association to have the ability to do that on behalf of its members.”

The CEO as tuning fork for the organization
The National School Beverage Guidelines initiative altered an entire industry – 
not to mention Neely’s capacity as a leader. She observes three major areas 
of growth in her own leadership: conviction, credibility and contribution. In 
the early days of the effort, Neely just happened to be new at the ABA, so in 
some ways, things just got done because she was new and pushing forward. 
People listened to what she had to say, and she listened to them.  Ultimately, 
they were able to work together to take an ambitious step forward, carving 
out a position as leaders among industry.  But Neely also now sees that what 
was gut instinct in the beginning is now a �rm conviction, intensi�ed and 
multiplied many times over based on her experiences with this effort. “I now 
don’t just think it’s right,” she says, “I know that this is essential to being 
successful.”

Neely also emphasizes the necessity and the power of an association leader 
having a �oor position – a strong, serious one – if they’re to be an effective 
advocate for and leader of an industry. She also recognizes the importance 
of metrics, transparency and having an independent third-party evaluation. 
You need data and risk assessment along with public opinion research to 
make a persuasive case. Neely identi�es all of this as part of the formula 
essential to creating maximum credibility.

And ultimately, she recognizes her own contribution to the industry, not to 
mention generations of schoolchildren. Neely saw something that others 
didn’t see at �rst. She knew there was something the ABA needed to be 
doing, to get in front of, to take a forward position on. Being able to take that 
stance and then do something monumental with it – essentially transforming 
the way an entire industry manufactures, bottles and distributes beverages in 
the school environment – laid the groundwork for future challenges, as well 
as leadership opportunities. Having the ability to look ahead, see things 
clearly, and develop a response is valuable in any kind of decision-making 
that leads to change. “Invariably,” says Neely, “things ripen. Issues ripen. 
People can’t always see what the CEO sees, but they’re going to see it 
eventually.”

Impact of beverage guidelines on internal strategy and resources
The National School Beverage Guidelines effort required a signi�cant 
investment of resources by the ABA. At least 50 percent of the organization’s 
effort is expended on advocacy, says Neely, who runs the internal working 
group for the Balance Calories Initiative – a 10-year commitment to reduce 
calories consumed from beverages by 20 percent per person nationally by 
2025. Internal working group meetings happen every week, as do weekly 
meetings with senior representatives from the beverage companies who 
negotiated this latest agreement signed in 2014. This commitment is now 
“baked into” the highest-level decision-making, says Neely, “So it’s worth 

their time to talk every Friday.” The discipline of regular meetings helps 
everyone stay on course and keeps the commitment alive.

Like all entrepreneurial efforts, Neely says the early days of changing culture 
and processes involved pulling people together and trying new things. 
Opinion research. Finding out what state legislatures were doing in terms of 
policy in this space. And were there policy options they wanted to test in their 
opinion research? And then of all of those things, what did they want to 
continue to replicate, and how would they build systems to support it? 
Through the process, Neely reorganized the staff at that time and formed an 
executive team of four senior vice presidents in charge of each major part of 
the business. She pulled this group together regularly to talk things through. 
“You need that executive tier to sound things out,” she says. “Since that 
time, we have reorganized once more, based on our needs, to create an 
executive team of three executive vice presidents, each with a very speci�c 
charge.  And through all of this, we now have a culture with the members of 
the executive team that they are very comfortable not only arguing with me 
but with each other as we’re trying to push toward the sharper strategic 
recommendation. We then built that with the companies as well so that 
there’s built-in task forces and working groups, some short-lived and some 
semi-permanent.” 

But how do you keep a 10-year commitment alive through multiple 
presidential administrations and upper management turnover at the 
member companies? 

Neely points to long-term support and a shared vision of how this 
commitment will play out across the industry and over time. A critical player 
at Coca-Cola just announced his retirement, for example, after being with the 
cola company for 30 years. Despite his departure, Neely is con�dent that the 
calorie reduction commitment is well embedded in the Coca-Cola 
decision-making structure and that his successor and other players will 
uphold the commitment. “I think there’s no backing down,” she says, “but 
you have to be purposeful about that as CEO.” 

Not all CEOs, as it were, were on board in the early days. One of the big 
lessons Neely learned early on is to not assume that when new players come 
on board, that they’re already in stride with the long-term vision. “To me it 
was just so obvious that this is how we did things, I didn’t think I should sit 
down and lay it out. [A new CEO] came to the �rst meeting like, ‘What’s all 
this? We’re talking about a new commitment with Michelle Obama?’ It 
created a brief hiccup that then was addressed.” It’s counter-intuitive to 
self-restrict business in a major market (schools) so Neely learned just how 
important it was to take time to talk with new people, so they see the value of 
the program.

From forward position to leaving a legacy
The American Beverage Association has since positioned itself as a leading 
promoter of balanced lifestyles with multiple change initiatives that include 
the Balance Calories Initiative through which Coca-Cola, Dr Pepper and 
Pepsi are working together to reduce sugar and calories from beverages in 
the American diet. This is the initiative to reduce Americans’ consumption of 
beverage calories by 20 percent per person nationally by 2025. You’ll 
recognize the initiative on vending machines and retail coolers with labels 
that read, “Balance What You Eat, Drink & Do” and “Calories Count. Check 
Then Choose.”

Because of this effort, you’ll also see industry’s innovation �rst-hand with 
new package sizes, such as mini-cans, and a wider range of zero-sugar and 
reduced-sugar options. Calorie information is also prominently displayed on 
each item.

Putting calories up front is part of the industry’s commitment with former 
First Lady Michelle Obama to clearly and boldly present calorie information to 
encourage consumers to “Check Then Choose,” presumably supporting 
them in making more informed decisions about the beverages they choose. 

The National School Beverage Guidelines initiative was so effective, driving 
what is now a more than 90 percent reduction in beverage calories shipped 
to schools, that it ultimately formed the basis for the beverage component of 
the USDA’s Smart Snacks in Schools regulations.  

As part of its current Balance Calories Initiative, the ABA, working with its 
members, has ”test and learn” efforts underway in a number of communities 
across the country with high obesity rates. The plan is to support consumers 
efforts to reduce their sugar by changing up the mix of beverages, making 
more smaller portion and zero- and reduced-sugar options available, and 
encouraging them to try something different. 

“I think we’ve made a real contribution to society,” says Neely, “but it has 
also strengthened our credibility and ability to be effective on behalf of these 
companies.”

Find out more about the American Beverage
Association’s leadership initiatives
and advocacy:

https://www.balanceus.org
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I recently had a chance to sit down with Susan Neely who began her tenure 
as president and CEO of the American Beverage Association (ABA) in May 
2005 at a time when there was tremendous tension around the sale of soft 
drinks and sugar-sweetened beverages in schools. Soon Neely will be 
making her transition to the president and CEO of the American Council of 
Life Insurers. This report covers the extraordinary work she did during her 
tenure at the ABA.

When Neely joined the American Beverage Association there was legislation 
being pursued at the state level that would put restrictions on the sale of 
these beverages to children in the school environment. Susan recognized 
that the ABA had a critical role to play – to oppose restrictions on the 
beverage business that her organization felt was not valid (some groups 
argued for no sale of these drinks in schools at all) – but to take a 
forward-leaning position and pose the question to itself: What should we be 
doing? And what’s the right thing to do? 

Neely, a mom herself with teenage children at home at the time, was 
particularly attuned to the issue. The answer for the ABA would lie with 
parents – especially moms who tend to be the gatekeepers to what their 
families eat and drink. “If your association’s members are some of the most 
valued consumer product companies in the world,” says Neely, “they didn’t 
get that way without listening to their consumers. So for us, what was really 
critical was asking parents, ‘what beverages do you think should be available 
to your children when they are in school and how can we, as an industry, 
support you?’”

The answer from parents was not what some activists would have wanted – 
which was that no one should ever have a Coca-Cola, Pepsi or Dr Pepper in 
their lives – but rather a more nuanced position. “Parents were saying, ‘Sure, 
our kids can have soft drinks. We just want some guidelines, particularly for 
our young children, around what they have access to when we’re not there in 
schools. We’d like there to be more controls.’ It’s really that simple. That led 
us to a policy that provided appropriate choices for elementary, middle and 
high schools.”

It turned out that for younger children below high school age, parents wanted 
very limited options, such as low-fat milk, 100% juice, and water. But for 
those in high school, parents were saying, “Well I’d be happy if the biggest 
concern I had was that my teen wanted to drink a Coke or Pepsi – but I’m 
concerned about many more things than that.” So, there was a debunking of 
this notion of soft drink intake as a major crisis. It was more about focusing 
on caloric intake, giving high school students the ability to make informed 
choices, but limiting those choices by providing only lower-calorie and/or 
smaller-portion options.

From commitment to credibility: Legislative (and presidential) buy-in
It all began with announcing a voluntary commitment to change the mix of 
what beverages were being sold in schools. While the announcement was 
well-received, it lacked credibility. “It was just us saying we were going to do 
it,” recalls Neely, “and it didn’t have enough heft in the context of the public 
policy debate at that time.”

It was suf�cient, however, to catch the attention of former President Bill 
Clinton. Through his emissaries, he contacted the ABA regarding a new 
entity he was putting together called the Alliance for a Healthier Generation, 
which would focus on healthier schools. Clinton found the ABA 
announcement intriguing and was interested in “going further” and working 
together. “That was really critical to have that kind of partner ultimately 
validate that what we were doing was meaningful,” says Neely.

In order to enter into a formal partnership with the Alliance for a Healthier 
Generation, which was founded by the American Heart Association and the 
William J. Clinton Foundation, the ABA had to commit to remove full-calorie 
soft drinks from schools over a very speci�c time frame of three school 
years. The organization also had to agree to have the program audited by an 
independent evaluator and provide public progress reports. “So, you now 
have some of the most valued trademarks in the world signing an MOU 
(memorandum of understanding) and once you sign an MOU – failure is not 
an option,” explains Neely.

Inventing a new paradigm and getting an entire industry on board
The ABA’s formal announcement came in a press conference in May 2006 
and was well-received by the public health community, including mainstream 
policymakers and others interested in doing “good things.” Neely re�ects, “It 
was an interesting new paradigm, for an NGO (nongovernment organization) 
and a major sector of the American economy to partner on something. It 
created a new set of responsibilities for the ABA to �gure out because we 
don’t put anything in a bottle, we’re not the ones who are going to sign a 
contract with a school. We’re not going to implement this. So, what is our 
role here in making sure that these ferocious competitors deliver on this 
commitment?”

One aspect of the ABA’s role was to champion the cause and communicate 
on a massive scale, beginning with the major beverage manufacturers – 
Coke, Dr Pepper and Pepsi – who have the lion’s share of the market and 
distribute through a whole system of independent bottlers. The bottlers – 
also members of the ABA – could choose not to participate so it became the 
role of each of these companies to communicate to its bottlers and 
distributors, and the ABA as “additional surround sound” on why the effort 
made so much sense to the organization and ultimately was good for 

business. “You use every platform at your disposal,” says Neely of her work 
during this time, which involved meeting with state beverage associations 
and individual bottlers, meeting after meeting, “talking and talking and 
talking, just getting the industry on board.”

The ABA also brought in an ombudsman, a deputy general counsel who 
helped alleviate any competitive concerns, for example, concerns that one 
competitor was honoring the agreement and another was not. The 
ombudsman could �eld calls from legal counsel of the ABA members. The 
agreement was that the beverage manufacturers would no longer sell 
full-calorie soft drinks in schools and in high schools where students had 
more options, they would be capped at 100 calories per 12 ounces. 

The �rst challenge with this was that the vending machines were not set up 
to vend 12 ounce containers. The machines had to be retro�tted to �t a 
different package size, new packages had to be created, products 
reformulated and contracts rewritten to address this new commitment – and 
all over the course of the next three years. The companies further had to train 
their marketing and sales teams about how to talk about this new portfolio 
that would change the school beverage landscape, and why the effort was 
underway. Part of that included revising all sales and marketing material. “So, 
it was a multi-million-dollar implementation paid for by the companies 
themselves to make this happen,” says Neely. “And we had to oversee that 
everyone was honoring a voluntary commitment.” 

The ABA also worked with the Alliance for a Healthier Generation to select an 
outside auditor to make sure progress was being made. As Neely points out, 
“Nobody’s metrics were set up to capture data the way we were looking at it. 
For example, they’re looking at how much of a particular beverage they sell, 
right? A whole system of captured information that didn’t exist had to be set 
up in conjunction with the auditor, so they could capture our progress.” The 
auditor selected has an industry-wide reputation for using multiple outside 
data sources to validate results. The Alliance for a Healthier Generation 
reviewed the �nal report to determine the work being done was effective and 
credible. 

The ABA also chose to focus on things it could control, which was changing 
the mix of products sold in schools vs. making a dent in obesity among the 
ninth-grade class at a school in Spring�eld, Illinois. In their later work with 
Michelle Obama, they agreed to put a standardized, uniform calorie label on 
the front of every can, bottle and pack. Making this change – as monumental 
as it was to ask the beverage manufacturers to give up this valuable real 
estate on the label – was in some ways easier than renegotiating contracts, 
retro�tting machines, and reformulating products. “I think that’s key,” says 
Neely, “because then you can get evaluated on your own work. We’re going 

to get evaluated on what we did, so did we do what we said we were going 
to do?”

Neely recalls a lot going on behind the scenes during that �rst year of the 
Guidelines, but by the second year, the initiative was gaining momentum, 
and by the third year the ABA and the major beverage companies had 
achieved a remarkable 88 percent reduction in beverage calories shipped to 
schools! A paid external advertising campaign ensued, to demonstrate to 
membership and the public that the industry had delivered on its 
commitment to change the school beverage landscape.

The credibility that comes from competitors working together 
The traditional thinking for corporations is mostly self-preserving and 
protective. Certainly companies don’t go out of their way to work with their 
competitors. But the school beverage effort proved that companies can put 
competition aside to work together and will get more credit in the world of 
public opinion for doing something worthy with their competitors. As Neely 
notes, “In our culture, people really understand the cola wars. It’s just part of 
the lore that’s understood. So, when they see those three trademarks, they 
say, ‘They did it together? They must mean it.’ There’s instantaneous 
credibility.” Neely goes on to explain that once Coke, Dr Pepper and Pepsi 
had successfully partnered to transform their school beverage offerings, this 
became a foundation for their own messaging on other initiatives. “It 
augments their credibility for whatever they continue to do.”

This is an achievement Neely is particularly proud of – bringing together 
these major competitors to make a massive shift in an industry to positively 
impact the lives of thousands of kids and families for years to come. But 
there were doubts at �rst, she concedes. After the �rst press conference with 
President Clinton and the �rst sit-down meeting a few weeks later, there was 
a sense of “Okay – now what are we going to do?”

“It was not immediately clear that this was going to be a huge success and 
that we would achieve anything at all,” says Neely, “So it’s been fun to see 
how it played out over time.” The effort in fact played out over multiple 
administrations, particularly as Michelle Obama focused on ending obesity in 
a generation as her platform. Neely recalls Mrs. Obama’s launch of her Let’s 
Move! campaign and the ABA being the �rst – and only - food industry group 
standing alongside her at the launch in February 2010. “Given how vocal our 
industry critics are,” she re�ects, “to be there, to be positioned in a credible 
way as part of the solution, it’s powerful. It’s very, very powerful for an 
association to have the ability to do that on behalf of its members.”

“I think we’ve made a 
real contribution to 
society,” says Neely, “but 
it has also strengthened 
our credibility and ability 
to be effective on behalf 
of these companies.”

The CEO as tuning fork for the organization
The National School Beverage Guidelines initiative altered an entire industry – 
not to mention Neely’s capacity as a leader. She observes three major areas 
of growth in her own leadership: conviction, credibility and contribution. In 
the early days of the effort, Neely just happened to be new at the ABA, so in 
some ways, things just got done because she was new and pushing forward. 
People listened to what she had to say, and she listened to them.  Ultimately, 
they were able to work together to take an ambitious step forward, carving 
out a position as leaders among industry.  But Neely also now sees that what 
was gut instinct in the beginning is now a �rm conviction, intensi�ed and 
multiplied many times over based on her experiences with this effort. “I now 
don’t just think it’s right,” she says, “I know that this is essential to being 
successful.”

Neely also emphasizes the necessity and the power of an association leader 
having a �oor position – a strong, serious one – if they’re to be an effective 
advocate for and leader of an industry. She also recognizes the importance 
of metrics, transparency and having an independent third-party evaluation. 
You need data and risk assessment along with public opinion research to 
make a persuasive case. Neely identi�es all of this as part of the formula 
essential to creating maximum credibility.

And ultimately, she recognizes her own contribution to the industry, not to 
mention generations of schoolchildren. Neely saw something that others 
didn’t see at �rst. She knew there was something the ABA needed to be 
doing, to get in front of, to take a forward position on. Being able to take that 
stance and then do something monumental with it – essentially transforming 
the way an entire industry manufactures, bottles and distributes beverages in 
the school environment – laid the groundwork for future challenges, as well 
as leadership opportunities. Having the ability to look ahead, see things 
clearly, and develop a response is valuable in any kind of decision-making 
that leads to change. “Invariably,” says Neely, “things ripen. Issues ripen. 
People can’t always see what the CEO sees, but they’re going to see it 
eventually.”

Impact of beverage guidelines on internal strategy and resources
The National School Beverage Guidelines effort required a signi�cant 
investment of resources by the ABA. At least 50 percent of the organization’s 
effort is expended on advocacy, says Neely, who runs the internal working 
group for the Balance Calories Initiative – a 10-year commitment to reduce 
calories consumed from beverages by 20 percent per person nationally by 
2025. Internal working group meetings happen every week, as do weekly 
meetings with senior representatives from the beverage companies who 
negotiated this latest agreement signed in 2014. This commitment is now 
“baked into” the highest-level decision-making, says Neely, “So it’s worth 

their time to talk every Friday.” The discipline of regular meetings helps 
everyone stay on course and keeps the commitment alive.

Like all entrepreneurial efforts, Neely says the early days of changing culture 
and processes involved pulling people together and trying new things. 
Opinion research. Finding out what state legislatures were doing in terms of 
policy in this space. And were there policy options they wanted to test in their 
opinion research? And then of all of those things, what did they want to 
continue to replicate, and how would they build systems to support it? 
Through the process, Neely reorganized the staff at that time and formed an 
executive team of four senior vice presidents in charge of each major part of 
the business. She pulled this group together regularly to talk things through. 
“You need that executive tier to sound things out,” she says. “Since that 
time, we have reorganized once more, based on our needs, to create an 
executive team of three executive vice presidents, each with a very speci�c 
charge.  And through all of this, we now have a culture with the members of 
the executive team that they are very comfortable not only arguing with me 
but with each other as we’re trying to push toward the sharper strategic 
recommendation. We then built that with the companies as well so that 
there’s built-in task forces and working groups, some short-lived and some 
semi-permanent.” 

But how do you keep a 10-year commitment alive through multiple 
presidential administrations and upper management turnover at the 
member companies? 

Neely points to long-term support and a shared vision of how this 
commitment will play out across the industry and over time. A critical player 
at Coca-Cola just announced his retirement, for example, after being with the 
cola company for 30 years. Despite his departure, Neely is con�dent that the 
calorie reduction commitment is well embedded in the Coca-Cola 
decision-making structure and that his successor and other players will 
uphold the commitment. “I think there’s no backing down,” she says, “but 
you have to be purposeful about that as CEO.” 

Not all CEOs, as it were, were on board in the early days. One of the big 
lessons Neely learned early on is to not assume that when new players come 
on board, that they’re already in stride with the long-term vision. “To me it 
was just so obvious that this is how we did things, I didn’t think I should sit 
down and lay it out. [A new CEO] came to the �rst meeting like, ‘What’s all 
this? We’re talking about a new commitment with Michelle Obama?’ It 
created a brief hiccup that then was addressed.” It’s counter-intuitive to 
self-restrict business in a major market (schools) so Neely learned just how 
important it was to take time to talk with new people, so they see the value of 
the program.

From forward position to leaving a legacy
The American Beverage Association has since positioned itself as a leading 
promoter of balanced lifestyles with multiple change initiatives that include 
the Balance Calories Initiative through which Coca-Cola, Dr Pepper and 
Pepsi are working together to reduce sugar and calories from beverages in 
the American diet. This is the initiative to reduce Americans’ consumption of 
beverage calories by 20 percent per person nationally by 2025. You’ll 
recognize the initiative on vending machines and retail coolers with labels 
that read, “Balance What You Eat, Drink & Do” and “Calories Count. Check 
Then Choose.”

Because of this effort, you’ll also see industry’s innovation �rst-hand with 
new package sizes, such as mini-cans, and a wider range of zero-sugar and 
reduced-sugar options. Calorie information is also prominently displayed on 
each item.

Putting calories up front is part of the industry’s commitment with former 
First Lady Michelle Obama to clearly and boldly present calorie information to 
encourage consumers to “Check Then Choose,” presumably supporting 
them in making more informed decisions about the beverages they choose. 

The National School Beverage Guidelines initiative was so effective, driving 
what is now a more than 90 percent reduction in beverage calories shipped 
to schools, that it ultimately formed the basis for the beverage component of 
the USDA’s Smart Snacks in Schools regulations.  

As part of its current Balance Calories Initiative, the ABA, working with its 
members, has ”test and learn” efforts underway in a number of communities 
across the country with high obesity rates. The plan is to support consumers 
efforts to reduce their sugar by changing up the mix of beverages, making 
more smaller portion and zero- and reduced-sugar options available, and 
encouraging them to try something different. 

“I think we’ve made a real contribution to society,” says Neely, “but it has 
also strengthened our credibility and ability to be effective on behalf of these 
companies.”

Find out more about the American Beverage
Association’s leadership initiatives
and advocacy:

https://www.balanceus.org
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Seth helps CEOs, their senior leadership teams and boards of 
directors achieve extraordinary results. His specialty is the Grand 
Challenge, an ambitious goal that addresses a major social issue and 
vaults the organization forward as the leader in its field. 

He has worked with the chief executives and leaders of highly 
esteemed companies, including the president of the World Bank, the 
director of the Peace Corps, and CEOs of over 100 non-profits.

Seth is a designated Thought Leader and Exemplar in Change 
Leadership by the Society for Advancement of Consulting®. The 
Center for Association Leadership anointed him a Visionary.

Seth helps
visionary leaders succeed

on a grand scale
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Seth is the author of

“Seth was an outstanding partner to our leadership team for over 12 months…he was 
a talented facilitator, coach, and change leader at a time when we needed it most!”

Kathleen Flanagan – President and CEO of Abt Associates

Getting Innovation Right
Getting Change Right

Building Beehives
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Seth's clients include CEOs & executives at these organizations:
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