findings

When the data are broken down by age group, the findings are even more revealing
and highlight population segments that are major consumers of sugary drinks.

what are adolescents drinking?

While adolescent respondents overall drank more sugary beverages than water, their
pattern of consumption was less consistent when examined geographically. Of all
11- to 17-year-old survey respondents in Salinas (Monterey County), 93 percent
of reported drinking one or more regular or diet sodas, and to that, 80 percent reported
consuming sweetened drinks, 66 percent sports drinks, and 66 percent blended drinks.
Of all 11- to 17-year-old survey respondents in Watsonville (Santa Cruz County),
77 percent reported drinking one or more regular or sodas, and to that, 71 percent
reported consuming sweetened drinks, 35 percent sports drinks, and 35 percent
blended drinks. In Hollister (San Benito County), 100 percent of survey respondents
reported drinking sweetened drinks, but none reported drinking blended drinks.
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Adolescents drank 4.5 times as many sugary drinks as water. Within a 24-hour period,
89 percent had at least one sports or energy drink, 83 percent reported having
consumed at least one regular or diet soda, 77 percent consumed at least one
sweetened tea or fruit-flavored beverage, 50 percent had at least one blended drink,
and 47 percent had a coffee beverage. Not surprisingly, this is the age group that the
food and beverage industry targets most aggressively. According to the report, Sugar
Water Gets a Facelift, Berkeley Media Studies Group reports that carbonated beverages
was the highest category in terms of marketing expenditure directed at children (ages
2-11) and adolescents (ages 12-17) ($492 million).
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Central Coast adolescent (11- to 17-year-olds) survey respondents consumed the most
sugary drinks in every category compared with other age groups. While zero-calorie
water is healthy, hydrating, and thirst-quenching, 23 percent of adolescents (nearly
1 in 4) reported consuming no plain water drinks within the previous 24 hours.
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what are children drinking?
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Perhaps the most concerning finding was the high consumption rate of sugary drinks
by the youngest population, 1- to 10-year-olds. In Monterey County (the only county
where this age group was surveyed), nearly three-quarters (72 percent) consumed
at least one soda within the 24-hour time frame, 64 percent consumed a sweetened
tea or fruit-flavored beverage, 44 percent had at least one sports drink, and
56 percent had at least one blended drink. What was most surprising and
concerning, however, was the high level of consumption of coffee beverages by these
young children – 35 percent consumed at least one serving of coffee beverage in the
previous 24 hours.

sugary drinks consumed
by central
coast children
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recommendations

Given the impact that obesity is already having on the region, finding
solutions to improve the health and lives of residents is essential.

The research findings reveal that survey respondents of all ages consumed
more high-calorie sugary drinks than zero-calorie water. These findings
may be suggestive of similar levels of consumption throughout the Central
Coast. Most health and nutrition professionals, including the United States
Department of Agriculture, recommend that consumers reduce their
consumption of sugary drinks and instead drink water. Added calories
from sugary drinks can increase weight and put individuals at an increased
risk of obesity and related chronic diseases. Furthermore, for families on a
budget, water not only is calorie-free, but tap water is nearly cost-free.

Retail food environment
• Nutrition information should be linguistically and culturally
appropriate for everyone in the community.
• Work with the Network for a Healthy California and the CA4Health
community transformation grant to promote healthy beverages.
• Work to assist the food industry and local entrepreneurs to sell
and promote healthier beverage options.

Media

This prevalence study provides solid evidence of the exceedingly high level
of sugary drinks being consumed in the three-county coastal region and
should motivate health professionals, community leaders and families to
take a lead in shifting toward healthier beverage consumption behaviors.
The NFCCC Leadership Team makes the following recommendations:

• Work with local media (TV, radio, newspaper and Internet)
to promote the message that sugary drinks are unhealthy.
• Educational efforts to encourage reduction of sugary beverages
should be adapted for culturally diverse populations and should
be supported by efforts to increase the availability of healthier
beverages.

Individuals and families
• Make sure that clean, refreshing water is always available in your
refrigerator.

Health care providers
• Educate patients about the importance of reducing consumption
of sugary beverages in their diets.

• Don’t purchase or have sugary drinks available in your home
on a regular basis.

• Prescribe water to patients.

Schools

• Make sure that drinking fountains and hydration stations are
available in clinical settings.

• Ensure that all beverages sold or provided on school campuses are
healthy and appealing.

Employers

• Make sure that drinking fountains or hydration stations are
available and are clean, sanitary, and in good working order.

• Adopt healthy beverage policies
• Provide access to free and safe drinking water

• Provide nutrition education to students, including teaching them
how to read labels and make healthy beverage choices.

Nutrition & Fitness
COLLABORATIVE OF THE CENTRAL COAST

This brief was produced by The Nutrition and Fitness Collaborative of the Central Coast (NFCCC) in November
2013 and funded, in part, by the Community Transformation Grants (CTG) program, called CA4Health
in California.
NFCCC is a member organization, representing over 50 community agencies, joined to increase the health of
communities in Monterey, Santa Cruz and San Benito Counties through the sharing of knowledge, resources and
support. For additional information about the NFCCC, please contact Christine Dresslar Moss at (831) 796-2894.
CA4Health, created by the Affordable Care Act and launched in 2011, combats health disparities and chronic
illness by empowering local communities to address social determinants of health. Chronic disease
is responsible for 7 out of 10 American deaths each year and 75 percent of U.S. health care costs. The places
where we live, work, study, play and shop affect our health. We all benefit when these places offer better food
and drink choices and enable us to be more active while providing us with air that is free of secondhand smoke
and health services that fit our needs.
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The Nutrition and Fitness Collaborative of the Central Coast

REthinking sugary drinks
on the central coast
A prevalence study of sugary drink consumption
in Monterey, San Benito and Santa Cruz Counties

Providing an accurate snapshot of beverage consumption levels is vital to understanding
the need for educational and community interventions to improve the health of a
community. Collecting beverage consumption data offers public health departments, health
advocates, community leaders, and parents a lens through which to understand the severity
of the problem, establish realistic goals, and appropriately allocate resources.
While similar data have been collected statewide, this is the first time that survey data
were collected for these three counties in this depth.
Obesity is a public health crisis in California and the epidemic
is especially of concern in the Central Coast counties of Monterey,
San Benito and Santa Cruz. In Monterey and Santa Cruz counties,
57 percent of adults and teenagers are overweight or obese, while
a staggering 70 percent of San Benito County adults and teenagers are
overweight or obese.1
The costs of this epidemic are enormous and measured not only
in skyrocketing health care costs and lost productivity, but also in the
rise of related chronic diseases such as type 2 diabetes, heart disease,
and some cancers.2 The health impact is most pronounced in lowincome communities of color, including Hispanics/Latinos, who have
the second highest obesity rate, putting them at risk for obesity-related
conditions including heart disease, stroke, type 2 diabetes and certain
types of cancer, some of the leading causes of preventable death.3
On the Central Coast, where the population is nearly half Hispanic/
Latino, this is an especially concerning reality.4

“Local sugary beverage consumption data is essential to
defining the problem of obesity in our three counties.”
Edward Moreno, M.D., Health Officer/Director of Public Health
Monterey County Health Department

“What is fueling this devastating epidemic?” is the critical question
being asked by health professionals, policymakers, and parents.
According to Kelly Brownell and Thomas Frieden, two of the country’s
leading obesity-prevention experts, Americans consume about
250 – 300 more daily calories today than they did several decades ago,
and nearly half of this increase reflects greater consumption of sugarsweetened beverages.5 Extra calories from added sugar, such as those
in sugary drinks, contribute significantly to overweight and obesity.
In fact, sugary drinks are the largest contributor of added sugar in the
diet and provide little, if any nutritional value.6
People gain weight when they consume more calories than they burn
off. Research shows that adults who drink one or more sugary drinks
a day are 27 percent more likely to be overweight than adults who
do not drink sugar-sweetened drinks.7 Research shows that for each
additional sugary drink a child consumes a day, his or her risk of obesity
jumps by 60 percent.8
The Nutrition and Fitness Collaborative of the Central Coast (NFCCC),
a collection of 50 organizations dedicated to improve the health of their
communities and address the rising obesity crisis, recently set out
to understand the role sugary drink consumption plays in Monterey,
Santa Cruz and San Benito counties. The results of their research are
compiled in this, the first-ever prevalence survey of sugary drink
consumption patterns in the Central Coast.

methodology
To understand beverage consumption patterns,
members of the NFCCC collected 1,227 selfreport surveys conducted in English
(56 percent, n = 687) and Spanish (44 percent,
n = 540). Surveys were self-administered with
the exception of children five and under, whose
surveys were completed by their parents.
Convenience sampling was used to select
surveying sites: two in San Benito County, four
in Santa Cruz County, and five in Monterey
County. Surveying took place at schools, clinics,
stores, recreational facilities, and public events
during May, June, and July 2012.

survey questions
The survey utilized for the project was provided
courtesy of the Nutrition Services Program
of the Orange County Health Care Agency.
The survey has previously been administered
at other study sites in the state of California and
is endorsed by the California Department of
Public Health. (Survey available upon request)
Survey respondents were asked to recall the
number of servings and types of beverages they
consumed within the past 24 hours (answer all
that apply). The beverages
to consider were regular soda, sweetened
drinks (teas, juices, juice drinks, and punches),
sports drinks, energy drinks, coffee beverages
(including mochas, lattes, frappaccinos, and
coffee with cream or sugar), blended drinks
(including smoothies, milkshakes, and licuado),
100% juice, milk (2%, 1%, fat free, flavored,
other milks), and water (tap, bottled, and water
fountains).
Respondents were also asked what types
of beverages were usually available in their

home (answer all that apply) from a list that
included regular soda, soda, sweetened drinks,
coffee beverages, blended drinks, 100%
juice, milk, and bottled water. Previously,
respondents were asked how often they read
the beverage labels when they made their
drink choices (never, sometimes, usually,
or always).

survey analysis
Survey responses were entered into a Microsoft
Excel spreadsheet to calculate frequencies and
percentages.
After administration of the survey in the San
Benito, Santa Cruz, and Monterey County study
area, it was determined that the English and
Spanish versions of the survey tool differed for
a few questions. Therefore, when the survey
questions were not identical between English
and Spanish versions, the question was removed
from the analyses to avoid differential bias.
By gender, 25 percent of respondents were
male (n = 307) and 75 percent were female
(n = 920). By county, 68 percent of respondents
were located in Monterey County (n = 834),
22 percent in Santa Cruz County (n = 270),
and 10 percent in San Benito County (n = 123).
In addition to data analysis overall and by each
individual county, data was further examined
for results in the cities of Salinas (n = 444),
Watsonville (n = 210) and Hollister (n = 113),
hereby representing the population centers in
each of the three Central Coast counties. Survey
respondents were asked to identify their zip
code, gender, and age to allow further data
stratification.
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For analysis, age groupings (0 to 10 (n =
228), 11 to 17 (n = 64), and 18+ (n = 735)
years) were pre-determined by program staff.
The age distribution of survey respondents
differed between counties. The average age
of respondents in San Benito, Santa Cruz, and
Monterey Counties was 33, 38, and 26 years
respectively. None of the survey responders
were 10 years of age or younger in Santa Cruz
County, but 33 percent of survey responders
were 10 years of age or younger in Monterey
County. When comparing behaviors between
counties, it is important to note that agerelated drinking behaviors may affect county
comparison results.

limitations
Due to the sampling method chosen,
convenience sampling, results are not
generalizable to the entire population of each
county. Additionally, as this was cross-sectional
data, which represents a point in time, reported
consumption might not represent the longterm consumption habits of the respondents.
Self-report data is also limited by other
potential bias, such as social desirability –
the respondent may over-report consumption
of “good” items, or under-report consumption
of “bad” items based on what they believe
is viewed as favorable.
However, a benefit to this survey method is that
the respondents should be able to accurately
recall items consumed within the timeframe
of the previous 24 hours. Please note that
survey respondents may have consumed more
than one beverage, and/or more than one type
of beverage, in the previous twenty-four hours.

findings

The data collected provides a snapshot of beverage consumption behaviors among
San Benito, Santa Cruz, and Monterey County residents and revealed some surprising discoveries.

how does water and sugary drink consumption compare?
Within the survey population, consumption of sugary drinks was higher
than water consumption. For every glass of water consumed, 1.3 glasses
of sugary beverages (soda, sweetened drink, sport drink, energy drink,
coffee beverage, and blended drink) were consumed.

water vs. sugary drink consumption
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• San Benito County residents consumed 1.2 glasses of sugary
beverages daily to every 1 glass of water.
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• Monterey County residents were the biggest consumers of sugary
drinks, consuming 1.5 glasses of sugary beverages daily to every
1 glass of water.
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• Santa Cruz residents consumed more water than sugary
beverages: for every 1 glass of water consumed, Santa Cruz
residents drank .9 glass of sugary beverage.
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what types of sugary drinks are people drinking?
Of the types of sugary beverages consumed, soda, sweetened drinks
such as teas, juices, juice drinks, and punches, and coffee beverages were
the most commonly reported. Sixty percent of survey respondents said
they most often consumed regular sodas, followed by sweetened drinks
(45 percent) and coffee beverages (41 percent). Though some take their
coffee black, many add sugar and cream, and coffee drinks can contain
hundreds of calories.
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Of beverages not included in the sugary drink category, 100% fruit juice
was a major beverage of choice with 48 percent of respondents reporting
consuming these juices in a 24 hour period.
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Research shows that for each additional sugary drink
a child consumes a day, his or her risk of obesity jumps by 60 percent.
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The data collected provides a snapshot of beverage consumption behaviors among
San Benito, Santa Cruz, and Monterey County residents and revealed some surprising discoveries.

what are people drinking in each county?
There were variations in the types of sugary drinks consumed in each county.
In San Benito County and Monterey County, for example, people reported
drinking higher amounts of regular and diet soda each day (67 percent and
61 percent, respectively) than their Santa Cruz County neighbors
(48 percent).

sugary drinks consumed in the
three-county central coast region
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And in Monterey County, when the sports and energy categories are
combined (39 percent), residents drank twice as much as their San Benito
neighbors (19 percent).
Santa Cruz County was the lightest consumer of sweetened drinks (teas,
juices, juice drinks, and punches) in the tri-county region, with
28 percent of people reporting they had consumed such drinks compared
with 41 percent of people in San Benito County and 50 percent of people
in Monterey County.

75%
61%

67%
48% 50%

50%

41%
28%

25%
0

41% 41% 41% 39%

39%
19%

Soda

Monterey County

25%

23%

Sweetened
Sports or
Drinks
Energy Drinks

36%

Coffee
Beverages

Blended
Drinks
Santa Cruz County

San Benito County

what kinds of drinks do people have at home?

types of beverages consumed at home

Although the high level of sugary drinks being consumed is concerning,
the survey revealed that the beverages stocked in home pantries and
refrigerators throughout the three Central Coast counties tended toward
healthier options. Survey respondents reported that they had healthy
beverages such as water, milk and juice available nearly twice as often
as sugary beverages, including soda and other sweetened drinks.
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