


>GuS—Lighten Up

GuS founder Steve Hersh comes from the
world of consumer-product marketing, so it's
no surprise he picked a name for his compa-
ny that forever links the soda with the move-
ment to which it belongs. GuS stands for Grown-
up Soda because that's why Hersh and his
wife Jeannette Luoh set out to create two and
a half years ago. “People instantly get it,”
Hersh says. “They immediately say they ex-
pect the soda will be less sweet, kind of dry,
and refreshing.”

As Hersh tells it, he and his wife were both
so dissatisfied with the range of traditional soda
offerings that they stopped drinking soda alto-
gether. They wanted to drink a soda that was less
sweet and made from real juice with a bit of a
sophisticated taste. They didn’t want to drink or-
ange soda; they wanted the taste of Valencia or-
anges. Unable to find what they wanted, they went
out and created it themselves.

“In our mind, the essence of an adult soda
is less sweet, less sugar, and all natural,” says
Hersh. “Those are the hot buttons.”

Hersh says he came from a family that
added seltzer to Coke and ginger ale to make
the beverages taste lighter and more refresh-
ing. He sought to create that same light taste
for GuS. “Lots of other adult soda makers use
pear, apple, or white grape juice [in their prod-
ucts], but that can be a negative because it makes
the sodas a bit heavier and higher in calories,”
explains Hersh. In contrast, Gus gets its sweet-
ness from cane sugar.

“Cane sugar gives you a lot of bang for your
buck. You don't need all the calories that pear
juice and apple juice bring. People say they
like our soda because it is lighter and doesn't
have a mouth-full-ofjuice taste.”

A 12-ounce can of GuS generally contains
90 to 95 calories, far less than the 120-200
calories many non-diet sodas contain. Hersch
thinks that's one reason GuS tends to sell well
alongside healthy food options like salads:
People who don’t want to be weighed down by
their lunch probably don’'t want to be weighed
down by their soda either.

Though GuS has held discussions with Pan-
era Bread and Starbucks, the company’s quick-
service distribution has been limited to date.
The company’s largest quick-service client is
Barnie's Coffee and Tea, a chain with more
than 100 company-owned and franchised
stores. Meanwhile, high-end restaurants like San
Francisco's LuLu have made Gus their house
soda, according to Hersh.

GuS has also won fans in unexpected
places. While the company's founders expect-
ed the product to appeal to the health-con-
scious salad crowd, GuS is also being sold
alongside premium ice cream at Ben & Jerry's
stores in New York and New Jersey.

The company has also won a younger fan
base than Hersh originally expected. “We thought
that the 30-plus demographic, the sort of peo-
ple who drink dry wine, might be most attract-
ed to GuS,” he explains. “Then we realized that
parents are buying it for their kids. It has a wide
range.” Furthermore, GuS's consumer research
indicates a strong following in the 17- to 21-
year-old demographic near colleges.

Like other adult sodas, GuS positions it-
self as a premium offering. Hersh says most
retailers double the wholesale price and then
sell the soda at anywhere from $1.39 to
$2.50 (with the higher prices in cafes on New
York's Madison Avenue). The soda comes
in a glass bottle with a resealable aluminum
twist-top. Because it is pasteurized and has no
preservatives, GuS is all-natural and can be
sold in natural foods stores. “There are pret-
ty good margins,” Hersh reports. “We have
not had price resistance because we are
marketing to a self-selected audience that sees
the product value.”

Going forward, Hersh sees
only improved things for GuS
and the entire adult soda mar-
ket. The company recently
signed a deal with a new Mid-
western distributor, doubling
regional orders overnight. Spe-
cialty retailer Harry & David
(150 units) and Cost Plus World
Market (200 unit) have just
signed on to sell GuS.

How does Hersh explain
the popularity of his subtly fla-
vored soda”? He points to the
bottled-water market in which
water from Fiji or Norway com-
mands a premium and argues
that if people can discern one
bottled water from another,
then their taste-buds are re-
ally being fine tuned. “If peo-
ple are differentiating between
water, imagine how much they
are differentiating between gin-
ger ales!” he exclaims. “We
have a spicy ginger ale at a
time when the nuances of gin-
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ger ale have become interesting to people. |
think that is a trend.”

Hersh also sees his products as giving
quick-serves that sell organic or natural food
an opportunity to supply customers with a
compatible beverage. “At Better Burger [a Man-
hattan mini-chain] they are serving Mountain
Dew with organic hamburgers,” Hersh points
out. “If people are intrigued by organic hamburg-
ers, they're probably going to be into drinking
something like our sodas.”
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