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Is Australia ethically 
justified in implementing 
an SSB tax?

What do you think are some important 
ethical considerations?



Principles of public health ethics in relation to 
SSB tax

Effectiveness Proportionality Necessity

Least 
infringement Equity Transparency



Effectiveness
SSB tax must be evidence-based; likely 
benefits are required to justify potentially 
burdensome public health interventions.



Effectiveness

• Tiered tax incentivises beverage 
companies to reduce sugar content

• Grattan Institute model predicts that a 
tiered tax would result in:
• 700g less sugar/person/year
• 24% decrease in consumption of highly 

sugary drinks
• 800 fewer cases of type II diabetes per year

• But, sugar tax ≠ silver bullet



Proportionality The expected benefits of the tax must 
outweigh its foreseeable burdens.



Proportionality

- Impact on industry revenue
- Could be offset by increasing export
- ‘Pigouvian tax’ → mitigate healthcare costs

- Blame and stigma
- Recognise the power of implications → 

adopt weight-neutral language



Necessity

SSB tax must be a necessary 
intervention to achieving the public 
health goal.



Necessity

- Industries have failed to self-
regulate

- Sugar addiction compromises 
decisional autonomy

(Nuffield Council on Bioethics, 2007)



Least infringement

If two interventions are considered 
equally effective, then the 
intervention involving the least 
restriction of individual liberty and 
autonomy must be selected.



- ‘Prevents autonomy of choice’
- Product placement, pricing, 

sponsorships, advertising 
manipulate purchasing 
behaviours

- ‘SSBs do not harm others’
- Burden on healthcare system 

from diet-attributable diseases 
is significant

Least infringement



Equity

The expected benefits and 
burdens must be shared in 
an equitable, non-
discriminatory manner.



Equity
- Distributive justice 

means that the 
distribution of benefits 
and harms must be non-
discriminatory.

- Greatest benefit for those 
at the greatest 
disadvantage

$3.80 
/person/year

175,300 HALY 
gains

$1.7 billion 
healthcare 
savings

(Lal et al., 2017)



Transparency 

Policy decisions regarding the 
SSB tax must be open, willing, 
and democratic.



Transparency 

- Transparency is crucial for 
accountability and gaining the  
public’s trust

- Surveys of Australian 
consumers found widespread 
support for SSB tax (Miller et 
al., 2019)

- Continued public debate is 
part of the ethical deliberation



Recommendations

• Australia is ethically justified in 
implementing an SSB tax

• Tiered tax regime is more 
effective and promotes choice

• Non-stigmatizing language 
should be adopted to prevent 
harm

• Public debate involving all 
stakeholders is necessary for the 
democratic process
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