How Coca-Cola Owns Red

Idea In Short

Coca-Cola's red did not begin as a marketing decision. It started in the 1890s as a
warehouse convenience, painted on syrup barrels so customs inspectors would not confuse
the product with alcohol. Over the following century, the company converted that accident
into one of the most disciplined color strategies in business. It registered a script trademark
in 1893, standardized the shade across every market by the 1930s, and later defended the
color itself as legal property. The lesson for executives is direct. A visual asset gains value
only when a company protects it consistently across geographies, decades and product
lines. Boards evaluating brand investment should treat color, packaging and typography
with the same rigor applied to patents, because courts and consumers alike have shown
they will honor that consistency.

A Barrel, Not a Brand Strategy

Coca-Cola's association with red did not begin in a design studio. In the 1890s, the company
shipped its proprietary syrup in barrels, and those barrels were painted red so that shippers,
customs agents and retailers would not confuse the product with alcohol during transport.1
The color functioned as a warning label before it became a brand signal, solving a logistics
problem rather than a marketing one. Frank Robinson, the bookkeeper and partner of Coca-
Cola inventor Dr. John Pemberton, gets credit for naming the drink and for writing it in the
flowing Spencerian script that still appears on every can and bottle. Robinson favored the
contrast of red lettering against a white background, and that early signage choice at soda
fountains carried the color into the company's public identity well before anyone called it a
brand asset.

The company registered its script trademark with the United States Patent and Trademark
Office (USPTO) in 1893, an early instance of a beverage maker treating its visual identity as
legal property rather than decoration. That decision mattered more than it might have
seemed at the time, because it gave Coca-Cola a documented claim to a specific visual
mark decades before trademark law addressed color directly. Red disappeared from the
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logo for a stretch afterward, replaced with a black-and-white treatment, before the
company returned to a fully red identity in the 1930s. Ted Ryan, a former Coca-Cola
archivist, described the throughline plainly.

"It goes all the way back to the beginnings."

That single sentence captures something important for anyone studying brand longevity.
The red did not arrive through a rebranding exercise decades into the company's life. It
traces to the founding period, and every later decision built on that foundation rather than
inventing a new one.

Standardizing a Color Across a Global System

By the 1930s, Coca-Cola had moved past treating red as an occasional design choice and
began standardizing it as the fixed backbone of its visual system. The red disc that appears
on storefronts, vending machines and delivery trucks worldwide became a recognition

device independent of language. Ryan explained the function this way.

You see a red disc icon on a storefront, and you know that you'll be able to get
delicious, ice-cold Coca-Cola there. It became a promise in a way.

That framing, color as a promise rather than mere decoration, describes the mechanism by
which visual consistency reduces a consumer's decision-making effort. A traveler unfamiliar
with local language or currency can still identify the product through color alone, and that
recognition speeds purchase decisions at scale across more than 200 countries and
territories where Coca-Cola products are sold. James Sommerville, the company's vice
president of global design, has called this consistency the company's second secret
formula, a deliberate echo of the guarded syrup recipe that gives Coca-Cola its flavor. The
comparison signals how seriously the company treats its color discipline internally, placing it
alongside the formula as a protected, foundational asset rather than a renewable creative
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choice.

The company's One Brand campaign, launched in the mid-2010s, extended this discipline
further by applying the same red disc treatment across Coca-Cola, Coca-Cola Zero Sugar,
Diet Coke and Coca-Cola Life, unifying products that previously carried distinct visual
identities. Sommerville has said this approach reminds consumers that regardless of which
variant they choose, they are buying into Coca-Cola as a single, simple idea rather than
several competing products. The strategic logic there is straightforward. Rather than
fragmenting brand equity across product lines with different visual treatments, the company
chose to reinforce one signal repeatedly, betting that shared recognition across variants
would outperform product-specific differentiation.

Why Red Works on a Physiological Level

Coca-Cola's continued use of red is not purely a matter of historical inertia. Red carries
measurable physiological associations that make it a rational choice for a beverage
company competing for impulse purchases. The color is linked to increased heart rate and
appetite stimulation, and it draws visual attention faster than cooler colors like blue or green
on a crowded store shelf.2 For a product purchased largely on impulse rather than through
deliberate research, standing out physically on a shelf and triggering an appetite response
carries direct commercial value that a company can measure in sales lift, not just brand

sentiment surveys.

Coca-Cola's specific shade also differs from a generic fire-engine red. The company uses a
warmer, slightly orange-leaning tone that reads as approachable rather than aggressive, a
distinction that matters when a brand wants to convey warmth and refreshment rather than
urgency or danger. This calibration explains why competitors attempting to copy "Coke red"
rarely land on an identical shade, even when they clearly intend the association. The
company has never published the exact formula for its color the way it guards its beverage
recipe, and it maintains, somewhat famously, that no standard Pantone code precisely
matches the shade consumers recognize.3 That ambiguity functions as a form of protection
in itself, since a color without a fixed public specification is harder for a rival to replicate
precisely, even if the broader shade family remains commercially available to anyone.

Turning a Color Into Legal Property
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For most of the twentieth century, trademark law treated color with suspicion, on the theory
that a small number of usable colors should remain available to all competitors rather than
being locked up by early entrants. That changed with the Supreme Court's 1995 decision in
Qualitex Co. v. Jacobson Products Co., which addressed a dry-cleaning press pad
manufacturer's claim to a specific green-gold shade.4 The Court ruled that a single color
can serve as a valid trademark under the Lanham Act, provided the company can
demonstrate secondary meaning, meaning that consumers, through years of consistent
exposure, have come to associate that specific color with one identifiable source rather than
treating it as a generic product feature.

That ruling gave companies like Coca-Cola a legal path to defend decades of consistent
color use as more than a stylistic habit. Trademark protection for a color-and-design
combination, sometimes called trade dress, now extends to the specific pairing of red with
the Spencerian script and the contour bottle silhouette, rather than to the color red in the
abstract, which remains available to any company selling any product. This distinction
matters for executives evaluating their own visual assets. Ownership does not attach
automatically to a color a company happens to use; it attaches to a color used so
consistently, over such a long period, in such a specific combination, that courts and
consumers alike come to treat deviation from it as a form of confusion rather than mere

competition.

The Santa Claus Myth and the Limits of Ownership

Coca-Cola's association with red extends into cultural territory the company did not
originate, and the gap between myth and record is instructive. Many consumers credit Coca-
Cola with inventing the modern image of Santa Claus in a red suit through its holiday
advertising campaigns. The historical record does not support that claim. Illustrator Thomas
Nast depicted Santa Claus in red for Harper's Weekly decades before Coca-Cola's
advertising work began, and red-suited Santa imagery appeared in American popular culture
well before the 1930s.5

What Coca-Cola actually contributed, through illustrator Haddon Sundblom starting in 1931,
was a specific, warm, grandfatherly rendering of Santa Claus that departed from the thinner,
more elfin depictions common at the time. Sundblom drew on the 1823 poem A Visit from St.
Nicholas for inspiration, and the company's advertising reach across decades helped fix that
particular version of Santa Claus in public memory more firmly than any single competing
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image. The distinction between inventing an association and amplifying one until it becomes
dominant is worth sitting with, because it describes much of what makes brand color
strategy effective. Coca-Cola did not invent red as a color signifying warmth or celebration.
It attached itself persistently and repeatedly to existing associations until the public stopped
distinguishing between the color's general meaning and the company's specific claim to it.

Consistency as the Underlying Strategy

Every episode in Coca-Cola's relationship with red, from the barrel paint of the 1890s to the
One Brand campaign of the 2010s, shares a common thread. The company repeated the
same visual signal across packaging, advertising, retail displays and merchandising for well
over a century, rarely deviating even during periods of significant corporate change,
leadership transition or competitive pressure from Pepsi and other rivals. That repetition,
sustained across generations of management, is what converted an incidental warehouse
choice into a defensible legal asset and a globally recognized signal.

Sommerville has described the company's approach to its design archive as one of
repurposing rather than replacing, taking what has worked for over a century and adapting
its presentation to remain relevant without abandoning its core.6 Ryan reinforced this point
from the archivist's vantage point.

You don't want to relive the past, but you can't forget it either. You have to have
some core, something to stand on

For executives building or managing a brand portfolio, the practical takeaway sits in that
tension between evolution and consistency. A visual identity can update its execution, its
typography, its packaging silhouette and its advertising tone across decades, but the
underlying signal, in Coca-Cola's case a specific shade of red tied to a specific script, needs
to remain stable long enough for legal protection and consumer recognition to compound.
Companies that redesign their core visual identity every few years to chase design trends
rarely accumulate the kind of trademark strength or global recognition that Coca-Cola built
through a century of restraint on that one dimension.
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What This Means for Brand Investment Decisions

The Coca-Cola case offers a template that extends well beyond the beverage industry. A
visual asset, whether a color, a shape or a typographic mark, gains commercial and legal
value in direct proportion to how consistently and how long a company uses it. Executives
evaluating brand investment should ask three practical questions before greenlighting a
redesign: whether the existing asset already carries secondary meaning among customers,
whether that meaning has been documented through registration where legally available,
and whether a proposed change would reset the clock on decades of accumulated
recognition. Tiffany & Co.'s registered robin's-egg blue and John Deere's registered green-
and-yellow combination follow the same logic Coca-Cola established with red, each having
converted a color into a protected, source-identifying asset through decades of undeviating
use.7

Boards that treat visual identity purely as a marketing department's creative prerogative
miss the legal and competitive stakes involved. A properly registered and consistently
defended color trademark can block competitors from approaching a company's shelf
presence for as long as the company keeps using it, which is a form of durable competitive
advantage that patents, by contrast, eventually expire out of. Coca-Cola's century-long
discipline with red demonstrates that this kind of advantage does not require inventing
something new. It requires protecting and repeating something ordinary, consistently, for
long enough that ordinary becomes proprietary.

Coca-Cola's red began as a warehouse solution to a shipping problem, not a marketing
insight, and the company spent more than a century converting that accident into one of the
most recognized and legally defended visual assets in global commerce. Registration with
the USPTO in 1893, a return to full red branding in the 1930s, and continuous, unbroken
application of a specific shade across products and markets gave the color the secondary
meaning that courts require to treat it as a trademark. The Supreme Court's Qualitex
decision confirmed that a single color can receive that protection when a company has built
the consumer association to support it. Coca-Cola did not invent red's cultural associations
with warmth or celebration, as the Santa Claus myth illustrates, but it attached itself to those
associations with a persistence that few competitors have matched. For any executive
managing a brand, the lesson is that visual consistency, sustained over decades rather than
campaign cycles, is what separates a pleasant design choice from a defensible business
asset.
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Summary

Coca-Cola's red survived two world wars, a near-abandonment in the 1890s, dozens of
packaging redesigns and a global One Brand campaign, yet it looks the same on a vending
machine in Lagos as it does on a fountain dispenser in Atlanta. That consistency was not an
accident of good taste. It was the product of deliberate registration, repeated design
discipline and legal defense across a century. Executives often treat visual identity as a
creative decision delegated to marketing teams. Coca-Cola's history argues the opposite.
Color, once tied convincingly to a company through consistent use, becomes intellectual
property that competitors cannot legally approach. Any company sitting on an underused
visual asset should ask whether it has done the unglamorous work of registering,
standardizing and defending that asset the way Coca-Cola did with red.
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