
EDITORS’ NOTE Prior to her current 
post, Charlotte Oades had a series of 
leading roles at Coca-Cola in market-
ing, public affairs and communi-
cations, and business management 
across geographies such as North 
America, the Pacifi c, and Europe.

COMPANY BRIEF Led by Coca-Cola®, 
T h e  C o c a - C o l a  C o m p a n y 
( thecoca-colacompany.com) is the 
world’s largest beverage company 
with more than 500 sparkling and 
still brands including Diet Coke®, 
Fanta®, Sprite®, Coca-Cola Zero®, vitaminwa-
ter®, Powerade®, Minute Maid®, Simply®, 
and Georgia®. Consumers in more than 200 coun-
tries enjoy the company’s beverages at a rate of 1.9 
billion servings a day.

Would you discuss the vision behind the cre-
ation of Coca-Cola’s 5by20 initiative?

Our women’s empowerment journey began 
in 2008 when our Chairman and CEO, Muhtar 
Kent, invited us to form what we call our “Women’s 
Leadership Council” and challenged the Council to 
develop solutions aimed at accelerating the devel-
opment and advancement of women within the 
four walls of our business. 

As the Women’s Leadership Council helped 
develop strategies to recruit, develop, advance, 
and retain women into senior leadership posi-
tions, we realized women entrepreneurs who are 
external to Coca-Cola but are still closely linked 
to our “value chain” also needed help overcom-
ing barriers to success. Women entrepreneurs 
are an essential cornerstone for our long-term 
growth plan.

It has been my privilege to help shape and 
lead that work – what we now call 5by20, an initia-
tive we launched in 2010. The public commitment 
we made is that through 5by20, we aim to en-
able the economic empowerment of fi ve million 
women entrepreneurs across the global Coca-Cola 
value chain by the year 2020.

The Coca-Cola value chain is defined as 
those who either own or manage the small busi-
nesses that we have the opportunity to work 
with all over the world or they want to start a 
new business with the intent of touching our 
value chain; they’re producers of fruit, sugar, 
coffee, tea, and other agricultural products that 
go into our beverages; they’re suppliers who pro-
vide our business with ingredients, packaging, 

machinery, goods, and services.; 
they’re distributors and retailers who 
operate small neighborhood stores or 
who deliver and sell beverages; they’re 
recyclers who collect, sort, and trade 
used beverage packaging; and they’re 
artisans who turn beverage packaging 
into beautiful jewelry, handbags, and 
other items that are sold in catalogs 
and online.

What they all have in common are 
economic and social barriers that have 
stood between them and economic suc-
cess. Through 5by20, we work with 

NGO and government partners to develop and 
implement programs that address the barriers that 
prevent women entrepreneurs from succeeding in 
the marketplace. We are increasing access to busi-
ness skills training courses, to fi nancial services, 
and to networks of peers or mentors. 

Where did 5by20 fi rst launch and how 
has the program evolved since its inception?

In late 2010, we began piloting 5by20 pro-
grams in four lead countries: Brazil, South Africa, 
India, and the Philippines. Since then, the initiative 
has expanded into many additional markets. 

By the end of 2014, we had enabled more 
than 865,000 women across 52 countries. 

Would you highlight some of the insights 
that you have learned from 5by20?

What we have learned is to be patient. We 
work diligently and thoroughly to ensure that the 
programs we have in place – together with our 
partners – are the right programs and are address-
ing the barriers women entrepreneurs face, which 
take substantial time. When we are confi dent 
these programs are working and have strong foun-
dations, we can then scale. 

How critical is it that 5by20 is incorporated 
as a key part of Coca-Cola’s core business?

Enabling the empowerment of women entre-
preneurs is inherently linked to our business be-
cause they are critical to our value chain and how 
we do business in more than 200 countries around 
the world. 

By providing women entrepreneurs with 
an opportunity to link their business to our value 
chain, we ensure this program is truly sustainable 
and that we’re building a lasting legacy. By invest-
ing in their business, we also invest in our business.

When women rise in their communities, the 
communities themselves rise to new heights of 
prosperity and health. Studies have found a direct 
correlation between women’s empowerment and 

GDP growth, business growth, environmental sus-
tainability, improved human health, and other posi-
tive impacts. 

Research indicates that when we invest in the 
education and success of women, it improves the 
economy and makes the community stronger and 
more sustainable. Women reinvest 90 percent of 
their income back into their families and their com-
munities, benefi tting everyone – men, women, and 
children. 

Essentially, when we contribute to a wom-
an’s success, we contribute to something we call 
shared value: value for the community, value for 
our business.

As one who has held leadership roles at 
Coca-Cola, what makes the company so special?

There are things that stand out for me: fi rst 
is the people. Over the span of my career at 
Coca-Cola, I’ve worked with incredibly tal-
ented people all over the world, all of who are 
truly passionate about the work they do. 

Second is the company. I never forget I’m 
privileged and proud to work for a company with 
exceptionally high values and standards. 

Third are the opportunities. I’ve had extraordi-
nary opportunities to lead initiatives like 5by20 that 
can make a signifi cant impact at a very local level. 

5by20 has had great success to date. Do 
you take time to celebrate the wins?

We are making strong progress and it’s im-
portant to celebrate wins along the way, as long as 
we acknowledge there is still a great deal of work 
ahead of us. 

I’ve had the honor of meeting many of the 
women who have participated in our programs, 
and they are the most inspirational, hardworking 
women I’ve ever met. They are mothers, sisters, 
wives, grandmothers, and aunts. They mentor and 
help other women succeed – sometimes even their 
business competitors.

They have passion and drive. They dream of 
a better life and they want to invest their success in 
others. Regardless of the country I’m in, the women 
tell me that increased income for them means ful-
fi lling dreams of better access to education, health-
care, food, and even shelter for their families. They 
talk about leaving cleaner, safer communities for 
the next generation. They embody what is meant 
by the phrase “the ripple effect.” 

When I celebrate wins, I’m celebrating the 
individual women I meet and the positive im-
pact they have on their families and communities. 
Empower women, and we really do recharge the 
world.•

Charlotte Oades

Empowering 
Women Entrepreneurs

An Interview with Charlotte Oades, 
Global Director of Women’s Economic Empowerment, The Coca-Cola Company

POSTED WITH PERMISSION. COPYRIGHT © 2016 LEADERS MAGAZINE, INC.LEADERS44 VOLUME 39, NUMBER 1




