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John Sherman and I sincerely appreciate the invitation and the honor to share 
the refreshing story of  Coca-Cola UNITED. Thank you very much for this 
opportunity. I would say the UNITED story is not only refreshing, it is also 
exceptional for a number of  reasons. 

The most noteworthy exception is that we are 115 years into our journey and 
continue to thrive as a privately-owned family business. It is both an inspiring 
family story AND a dynamic business story that could only be achieved in our 
incredible free enterprise system.

To put this in context, a very large body of  research has shown that only 12 
percent of  family businesses survive into the third generation. And only three 
percent continue into the fourth generation and beyond. Today, UNITED is a 
fifth-generation family business, now in our second century and continuing to 
grow. We are beating the odds and are most definitely a statistical outlier. 
  
John and I want you to know at the outset that we give this presentation with a 
great sense of  humility, because we know it has been our personal good fortune 
to lead a group of  exceptional people and benefit from exceptional brands. 

Exceptional people and exceptional brands are the real magic in our business. 
You’ve heard the old adage about standing on the shoulders of  giants, which 
we definitely do. At the same time, we stand on the shoulders of  thousands 
and thousands of  front-line people – associates in production, sales, marketing, 
distribution, service and administrative roles. 

This is really their story too.

On the subject of  giants, it is a striking coincidence that my predecessor as CEO, 
Crawford Johnson III, addressed Newcomen on October 27, 1987 – exactly 30 
years and 12 days ago. He told the story of  the company as it was then.

For over 115 years, these UNITED associates have represented the company to our 
consumers, customers and communities. They go out every single day to compete 
in the marketplace and shine the Coca-Cola trademark. John and I dedicate this 
address to each and every Coca-Cola UNITED associate – past and present – with 
deep respect and appreciation for who they are, what they do and how they do it.

Claude B. Nielsen
Chairman of  the Board, Coca-Cola Bottling Company United, Inc.



54

Our presentation will bring you to the present and might be thought of  as a 
relay race, the handoff  of  one generation to the next. And I hope, and actually 
believe, that 30 years from tonight – in November 2047 – the sixth generation 
will present the ongoing and refreshing story of  Coca-Cola UNITED.

TWO QUESTIONS

Throughout my entire career, some 37 years, I have most often been asked two 
specific questions about Coca-Cola.

First Question: Do you know the secret formula? 

I can answer that question with a simple two letter word: No. 

Second Question: How does a 115–year old, privately-held family business – 
now in its fifth generation of  ownership – continue to exist, much less have an 
optimistic outlook for growth?

That is a more challenging question, and can best be answered with historical 
insight and perspective.

We have never lost touch with our beginnings or our 
foundational values. They will guide our future, just as they 
have defined our past.

This all brings me back to answer the second question – what explains the 
longevity of UNITED and our optimism for the future? 

Over the years, I have paid close attention to research on family businesses – 
focusing on what makes them succeed and endure. I have also learned from 
our own history and experiences. 

There are four factors that, I believe, are most highly correlated to the 
longevity and prosperity of family businesses, in general, and, UNITED, more 
specif ically. And they best explain being a statistical outlier.

Let me emphasize what I believe are three 
critically important factors in our history: 

• Our founder was an entrepreneur and a risk-taker

• Our beginnings were modest and humble

• Our company was established on solid 
foundational values

Birmingham’s first 
Coca-Cola plant

1902
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First, family connectedness – to one another and to 
the business.  
In this case, I refer to lineal descendants of  our founder 
and spouses. The Johnson family members are very 
connected and they put their highest priority on the 
family’s good health. By that I mean they nurture their 
very genuine and caring relationships for one another. 
And that sense of  family carries over to the business, as 
they have compassion, care and concern for the extended 
family of  all UNITED associates. The family members 
are very engaged directly as capable board members 
and competent managers, or indirectly as interested and 

informed owners. They understand the business, and they believe in its future. 
They have a very long-term perspective and are willing to forego short term profits 
to assure a healthy future, with the expectation of  a competitive return on their 
investment. They provide continuity of  ownership and, more importantly, they also 
provide continuity of  purpose.
 
Second, foundational values. Our foundational values have been shared, 
embraced and perpetuated by successive generations of  the family and, importantly, 
the UNITED leadership. Both family and management are very intentional about 
guarding the values against compromise, and both family and management have a 
deep emotional investment in the positive legacy of  the business.

Third, shareholder freedom. That means the freedom of  any family member 
in each generation to remain an investor in the company or to redeploy their 
share of  the enterprise value as they see fit. This liquidity option, as we call it, was 
implemented in 1991 and is based on continuously updated fair market valuation.

Finally, strong corporate governance. The governance of  the company is 
driven by a strong sense of  stewardship and accountability, all of  which is based 
on a high level of  trust, transparency, integrity and clarity of  mission. Many of  
our Board of  Directors, past and present, are here tonight, and I would ask that 
they stand and be recognized. 

Four characteristics:  Family connectedness, foundational values, 
shareholder freedom and strong corporate governance. 

The more I understand the underlying reasons perpetuating family enterprises, the 
more I recognize that they have never been more important to UNITED than over 
the most recent four years, as our company experienced an epic transformation.

AN EPIC TRANSFORMATION

Let me say a word about the transformation.

For three decades – the ’70s, ’80s and ’90s – the entire beverage industry 
underwent signif icant change and consolidation. During this period, 
UNITED never compromised its values and never abandoned its local 
operating model. We held steadfast to our way of doing business, while 
signif icantly improving our commercial capability. 

All of this positioned UNITED to aggressively expand as The Coca-Cola 
Company refranchised its territories throughout North America. 

We actually led the refranchising process, which all started in Oxford, 
Alabama, on March 28, 2014. The purpose of refranchising was to establish 
a more rationale, efficient and therefore competitively advantaged Coca-Cola 

System in North America. For UNITED, the opportunities of refranchising 
have allowed us to more than triple in size in almost every facet of our business. 

So, the stage is set and the next chapter for UNITED is being written. 

Now John Sherman will share our vision of how this next chapter will unfold. 
John has been with the Coca-Cola system for more than four decades. He started 

Crawford Johnson  
Sr. and family
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as a part-time route helper in his hometown of Augusta when he was still in his 
teens. He has been involved in virtually every aspect of our business, he has a deep 
appreciation for our foundational values and he is an exceptional leader. 

John was elected president and CEO of Coca-Cola UNITED on April 26, 2016.

John H. Sherman
President & Chief  Executive Officer, Coca-Cola Bottling Company United, Inc.

Thank you, Claude, for those kind words. 

The first morning after his retirement and my appointment as CEO, Claude came 
in and told me, “John, l want you to know that last night I slept like a baby.” 
And I answered him, “Claude, so did I. Every two hours, I woke up crying.”

Seriously, UNITED’s growth in the past three and a half years has been 
nothing short of amazing. And at the same time we’ve been integrating all the 
new territories, our associates have done an extraordinary job of executing the 
day-to-day business. In fact, they’ve even been recognized by The Coca-Cola 
Company and our customers for their excellence in execution. 

I am proud and honored to lead such a team. The transformation we’ve experienced 
through The Coca-Cola Company’s refranchising occurred in a mere 1,281 days. 
It was accomplished because of the high competency, tireless effort and pure 
determination of UNITED’s leadership, many of whom are here this evening. 

In September, we wrapped up the last increment of our expansion. We have 
added more than 40 facilities and bottling territories, brought on board over 
7,000 new associates and added 100,000 additional customers. In the process, 
we’ve invested nearly 300 million dollars, with more to come as we upgrade 
facilities, fleets and technology.  

PROTECTING THE CULTURE

Refranchising provided us with the opportunity to grow in a very significant way. 
Before forging ahead, we carefully considered whether such a major and rapid 
expansion was the right thing for the long-term future of our company. Because 
there were risks as well as opportunities. Financial risks. Operational risks. 

What we determined is that the biggest risk we faced was that this expansion 
might change our company culture. Culture eclipses everything else in 
determining the fate of a business. Safeguarding our culture is always our 
number one priority.

Here is our company’s purpose statement. The order of this list is not 
accidental. Rather, these groups are listed in order of priority. Associates are 
f irst, then consumers, customers and communities, with owners last. 

When you honor associates by empowering them and investing in their future, 
all the other constituencies will feel the positive effects. Our local operating 
model empowers associates to make decisions about their own markets.

Because Coca-Cola UNITED associates know they are highly valued, they 
handle the business with an owner’s spirit and take pride in “shining the 
trademark” as we like to say. Our concern about refranchising was whether 
we could sustain this culture if we absorbed so many new people so quickly. 
Seventy percent of our employees have been a part of Coca-Cola UNITED 
for less than three and a half years. 

Claude B. Nielsen 
& John H. Sherman
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There was real danger in that! The question we asked ourselves was “Can we seize this 
growth opportunity and safeguard the company’s heart and soul at the same time?”

In the end, we decided that yes, we could do both – IF we had a very intentional 
and comprehensive method of introducing new people to our culture. 

Our executive management has held town hall meetings at each of our 40-
plus new facilities, introducing ourselves and the UNITED culture to our new 
associates. In addition, since the start of the expansion, we have had one-on-one 
meetings with each of the 7,000 new employees. 

Yes, that’s 7,000 individual associate meetings. As it turns out, we began Day 
One in every territory with a motivated, competent and engaged team that was 
f illed with anticipation for the future.

And it always came as a welcomed surprise in the new territories that we 
increased the workforce by 10 to 15 percent, every step of the way. Including 
adding over 100 new positions in Birmingham.
 
The successful integration has taken a lot of time and money and energy, but it 
is worth every bit. This is how we’re preparing to fulf ill the beverage needs of 
generations to come. 

Which brings me to the future of our business. What do we foresee? 

BUSINESS OF THE FUTURE 

The answer starts with four key social trends that influence our entire industry.  

First, our beloved millennials, and they are all about experience. Whether it’s 
texting pictures of their food, updating Facebook from a concert, or turning a 
5K run into a paint-fest, experience is a major influence on what they buy and 
how they buy it.

A second trend is the income gap in today’s society, which continues to widen. 
For us, this means having the right product in the right place, in the right 
package, at the right time, at the right price. 

The third trend is the pervasive emphasis on health and wellness. This is a 
signif icant factor for any manufacturer of food or beverage products. And it’s 
very important for our customers who offer our products to the public.  
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Fourth is transparency, which we describe as our “social license” to do business. 
Consumers, customers and our communities want to know what a company 
stands for, and they expect that company to live out its values in how it operates. 
Just by walking down the beverage aisle, or glancing in the cooler, you 
see evidence of all the trends I described – demand for variety, desire for 
experience, spectrum of price points, health and wellness, and transparency. 
It’s like taking a tour through “consumer demand at work.”

From the days of just soft drinks, here’s our portfolio of brands now. Sparkling 
beverages, as we call soft drinks today, make up the majority of our business, 
but other categories are accelerating. 

• Juices and juice drinks
• Sports drinks and energy drinks 
• Waters, including enhanced and f lavored varieties 
• Teas and coffees 
• Dairy beverages 
• And more are on the way.

Today and going forward, our business will be about meeting the beverage 
needs of consumers across the phases and stages of life. Whether a consumer 
wants to be refreshed, or hydrated, or energized, or replenished, or fortified, or 
soothed – the Coca-Cola system will have preferred choices to satisfy the desire. 

We sum up this product mission as “Beverages for Life,” and it’s the job of 
Coca-Cola UNITED to make “Beverages for Life” a daily reality across our 
territories. Right product in the right place in the right package at the right 
time at the right price.
 
Which brings me to a question I’ve heard a lot through the years. “How hard 
can it be to sell Coca-Cola?” Well, it’s getting more complicated all the time.
There is tremendous variety of our retail customers, based on the diverse 
consumers they serve. We tailor our beverage assortment for each customer 
using this type of segmentation. 

Remember that our job is to get the right product in the right package to the 
right place at the right time, at the right price. With over 750 products and an 
increasingly diverse marketplace, it is no simple task. And the business will 
only get more complex. 
 
Many years ago, Coca-Cola’s long-time CEO Robert Woodruff proposed to 
make one product – a bottle of Coca-Cola – so readily available that it would 
be within an arm’s reach of desire. At the time, it was a revolutionary idea. 

Imagine putting all of our different beverages within a click of desire on a 
smartphone. Simply put, we better get ready.
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PEOPLE, FACILITIES, VEHICLES, EQUIPMENT 

As our product portfolio expands, we must step up our capabilities to deliver 
on the promise of Beverages for Life, with the many new brands and packages 
UNITED will be producing and taking to markets. We’re investing in people, 
facilities, vehicles and equipment across the footprint. 

In each of these areas, technology is a major focus so that we can get the 
right assortment to each customer, fast and eff iciently. In our distribution 
centers you’ll f ind robotic sorters, laser-guided forklifts and multi-level storage 
units. In the f ield, our people are equipped with technology that lets them be 
instantly responsive to the customer.

We must be fast in order to keep pace with consumers, because their needs and 
wants are the driving force of our business.

GROW SALES, NOT SUGAR 

Earlier we looked at the key trends that are inf luencing the beverage industry, 
and one of these was health and wellness. Let me say a bit more on this.

All of us know that the incidence of obesity in the U.S. is rising. Coca-Cola is 
moving aggressively on this issue – because it’s the right thing to do. Our beverage 
portfolio now exceeds 200 different low- and no-calorie products. At the same time, 
our packaging features more choices such as mini-cans. Some in the room will 
remember the standard six and a half ounce glass Coca-Cola bottle of many years 
ago – so seven and a half ounce mini-cans are a bit like “back to the future.”

Sugar consumption is also on the minds of consumers. The beverage industry has 
made big strides in reducing sugar content, even as beverage volume continues to 
grow. Between 2001 and 2016, the sparkling beverage category achieved a two 
percent annual growth rate, while the calorie content of sparkling volume was 
down by nearly 23 percent. That’s quite a shift! But we’re not stopping there.
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COMMUNITY OUTREACH

We are actively engaged in an industry-wide initiative with a goal of reducing 
beverage calories by 20 percent by 2025. Montgomery, Alabama, and Lowndes 
County were selected as one of five test markets in the country where we are 
featuring smaller portion sizes along with increased advertising and sampling for 
the low- and no-calorie portfolio. Montgomery has the nation’s second highest 
rate of adult obesity at more than 35 percent, which is why it was selected.

Another key component of our engagement is increased education and 
awareness through community partnerships that include Blue Cross Blue 
Shield of Alabama and the YMCA Brown Bag Bus Program.  

Community means everything to us. We seek out opportunities, but sometimes, 
opportunities seek us out. Our footprint includes the Gulf Coast from Louisiana 
through the Florida panhandle, as well as the coast of Georgia along the 
Atlantic. Hurricanes, tornados and floods are a part of life – impacting not only 
our business, but our own associates as well.

In 2016, when much of Baton Rouge flooded, 200 of our 500 local associates 
lost their homes.  It became personal for our entire Coca-Cola UNITED family, 
and our organization rallied around their fellow team members and their 
families in a way I will never forget.
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Now nearly 10,000 strong, we are dedicated to 
making UNITED a positive force in each and 
every community we operate, with everyone we 
touch. By the way, in this ad are our associates 
from New Orleans, who were featured in a 
national campaign highlighting community 
involvement and investment in the local 
community.

When you think about the Coca-Cola UNITED 
story – our rich history, the amazing expansion 
we’ve experienced and the opportunities that 
come with our expanded portfolio of  products 
– we hope you share our optimism and 
excitement about the next 100 years!

THANK YOU!



The Newcomen Society
of Alabama


