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Introduction

Pepsi is one of the world’s best-known beverage brands, but its competitive position is best
understood within the larger PepsiCo business rather than as an isolated cola product. PepsiCo
operates across beverages and convenient foods, giving the corporation a broader portfolio than the
Pepsi brand alone. This distinction matters because brand strategy and corporate strategy answer
different questions. Pepsi competes directly with Coca-Cola and other drinks for taste preference,
shelf space, restaurant placement, cultural relevance, and purchase occasions, while PepsiCo
allocates investment across categories including snacks, sports drinks, water, energy, and emerging
functional beverages. Current competition also reflects changing consumer expectations concerning
sugar, ingredients, digital convenience, packaging, and environmental impact. PepsiCo’s 2025 annual
report describes portfolio changes involving reduced added sugar, sodium, and saturated fat, the
introduction of products such as Pepsi Prebiotic Cola, and continued investment in away-from-home
occasions and integrated data systems (PepsiCo, 2026a). Marketing success therefore depends on
product, distribution, operations, retailer relationships, pricing, and brand meaning working together.

Brand Positioning, Consumer Segments, and
Cultural Meaning

Pepsi has historically positioned itself around energy, popular culture, music, sports, challenge, and a
comparatively youthful identity. The Pepsi Challenge became one of the brand’s most recognizable
competitive devices because blind taste tests reframed the cola rivalry around sensory preference
rather than heritage alone. Yet youth should not be treated as the brand’s only market. Pepsi is
purchased by families, restaurant customers, convenience shoppers, event audiences, and consumers
choosing among regular, zero-sugar, flavored, and portion-controlled products. Segmentation can
therefore include age, lifestyle, geography, channel, occasion, taste preference, price sensitivity, and
health orientation. A strong positioning strategy does not simply imitate Coca-Cola’s advertising. It
identifies a credible reason to choose Pepsi in specific consumption situations. Music, sports, food
pairings, limited-edition products, and celebrity partnerships can reinforce that identity when they fit
the audience, but cultural relevance must remain connected to a product experience consumers
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actually enjoy and can purchase conveniently (Keller, 2013).

Consumer behavior also shows why brand loyalty is more complicated than strong preference. A
buyer may claim to prefer Pepsi while switching because a restaurant serves only another brand, a
competitor is discounted, or a different beverage better fits the occasion. Availability, habit, memory,
package size, price, identity, and social setting all influence the purchase. This means marketing
research must distinguish attitudinal loyalty from repeated buying caused by distribution. PepsiCo can
use surveys, sensory tests, retail data, experiments, focus groups, social listening, and ethnographic
observation to understand these decisions, but each method reveals different evidence. Online
reviews may expose recurring complaints or product ideas while still overrepresenting unusually
satisfied or dissatisfied users. Sales data show what consumers bought without fully explaining why.
Effective research therefore combines behavioral information with direct investigation of needs,
perceptions, and switching patterns rather than assuming that high awareness automatically
produces preference or repeat purchase.

Product, Pricing, and Distribution Strategy

Product strategy includes formula, package size, visual design, flavor, quality, and the way variants fit
the brand architecture. Pepsi’s regular and zero-sugar products serve different consumer
expectations, while limited flavors or new functional products can generate attention and test
emerging demand. Innovation needs discipline because novelty can produce trial without repeat
purchase. Before scaling a new product, PepsiCo must evaluate taste, price, manufacturing
requirements, cannibalization, regulatory considerations, and whether the innovation strengthens or
confuses the brand. Packaging performs several functions at once: it protects quality, communicates
identity, provides nutrition information, and determines transport efficiency. It also creates
environmental consequences through plastic, aluminum, glass, labels, caps, and secondary
packaging. PepsiCo’s current pep+ agenda links portfolio transformation with packaging, water,
agriculture, and resource efficiency, making sustainability part of strategic operations rather than a
separate advertising theme (PepsiCo, 2026b).

Pricing must support both volume and brand value. Temporary discounts, multipacks, retail
promotions, and channel-specific pricing can encourage trial or increase household penetration, but
permanent underpricing can reduce margin and train consumers to wait for deals. Immediate-
consumption packages sold in convenience stores or stadiums may carry different economics from
supermarket multipacks, fountain beverages, or online bundles. Distribution is equally important
because beverage choice often occurs from what is cold, visible, and available at the point of
purchase. PepsiCo and its bottling partners depend on supermarkets, convenience stores,
restaurants, stadiums, vending, wholesalers, and digital channels. Direct-to-consumer models may be
useful for special packs or subscriptions, but beverages are heavy and costly to ship individually, so
established bottling and retail networks remain central. A successful campaign can fail commercially
when distribution does not place the product where the advertisement created demand.
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Promotion, Sponsorship, and Digital Engagement

Pepsi’'s promotion strategy has long used celebrities, music, sports, public relations, retail displays,
sampling, and high-visibility media. Celebrity partnerships can transfer recognition and cultural
relevance, but they also introduce reputational risk and should not become substitutes for product
strategy. Sports sponsorship offers large audiences and natural food-and-drink occasions, while music
provides emotional memory and cross-market appeal. Global campaigns need local adaptation
because humor, language, celebrity relevance, food habits, and cultural symbolism differ by market.
Digital platforms add creator partnerships, personalized media, interactive promotions, and rapid
social feedback, but online engagement metrics such as views or likes should not be confused with
sales or loyalty. PepsiCo should measure incremental sales, repeat purchase, brand health, retailer
performance, and long-term customer value alongside media reach. Sponsored content should also
be disclosed clearly, while promotional mechanics should avoid misleading scarcity, hidden terms, or
unnecessary collection of personal data (Kotler & Keller, 2016).

Current PepsiCo strategy shows how promotion and portfolio change can reinforce one another. The
2025 annual report cites “Food Deserves Pepsi” and the “Pepsi Zero Sugar Taste Challenge” as
initiatives that contributed positively to brand awareness and performance, while the company also
expanded away-from-home platforms and worked to integrate data and inventory visibility across the
organization (PepsiCo, 2026a). These developments illustrate why advertising should not be analyzed
independently from operations. A food-pairing message is stronger when restaurant and retail
partnerships make the occasion easy to purchase, and a taste challenge is more useful when product
availability supports trial. Digital systems can improve customer service, forecasting, and inventory
responsiveness, which in turn affect whether promotional demand is converted into actual sales.
Marketing therefore becomes an organizational capability rather than a communications department
acting alone.

Health, Sustainability, and Competitive Adaptation

Health and nutrition trends are reshaping the beverage market because consumers and regulators
increasingly scrutinize added sugar, portion size, ingredients, and the relationship between packaged
products and chronic disease. PepsiCo reported in August 2026 that 68% of its beverage portfolio
volume in 2025 met its goal of containing no more than 100 calories from added sugars per 12-ounce
serving, while the company also described continued portfolio changes involving sugar, sodium,
saturated fat, and more diverse ingredients (PepsiCo, 2026b). These corporate measures should be
interpreted as progress against PepsiCo’s stated targets rather than proof that every product is
healthy. Transparent labeling and responsible marketing remain important, particularly when
promotions reach children or connect sugary beverages with athletic performance. Pepsi also
competes beyond cola against water, coffee, tea, energy drinks, local beverages, private labels, and
consumers who simply choose fewer packaged drinks. PepsiCo’s diversified portfolio helps manage
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that broader competition, although internal brands can compete for the same occasions.

Environmental strategy has similar implications for brand credibility and operations. Beverage
production depends on water, agricultural inputs, energy, refrigeration, packaging, and
transportation. A company can advertise recyclable packaging, but recyclability creates limited
benefit where collection and processing systems do not function. Water stewardship also needs local
context because the impact of water use differs by watershed and community access. PepsiCo’s pep+
program continues to frame regenerative agriculture, water-use efficiency, climate action, packaging,
and portfolio transformation as parts of long-term resilience (PepsiCo, 2026b). The strategic challenge
is to connect such claims with measurable baselines, progress, and limitations. Consumers
increasingly encounter sustainability language across many brands, so broad promises can lose
credibility when they are not supported by operational evidence. Competitive advantage comes from
making the supply chain more resilient while communicating accurately about what has and has not
been achieved.

Conclusion

Pepsi’'s competitive strategy combines brand identity, product innovation, pricing, distribution,
popular culture, sports, research, and operational execution. Its rivalry with Coca-Cola remains
important, but PepsiCo competes across a much broader food-and-beverage environment in which
zero-sugar demand, functional products, e-commerce, retailer power, privacy expectations, packaging
waste, and water use increasingly influence strategic decisions. Marketing is most effective when
brand promises are supported by product quality and availability. Celebrity campaigns and digital
engagement can create attention, but distribution, customer service, portfolio design, and retailer
relationships determine whether that attention becomes sustained demand. PepsiCo’s recent annual
and sustainability reporting shows continued emphasis on portfolio transformation, lower-sugar
options, data integration, and pep+ initiatives. The long-term challenge is therefore not simply to
make Pepsi appear younger or more exciting than a rival. It is to maintain a distinctive brand while
adapting the broader business to changing consumer, health, technological, and environmental
expectations (PepsiCo, 2026a; PepsiCo, 2026b).
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