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AUTHOR’S NOTE



IN 2017, Wal-Mart Stores Inc. changed its name to Walmart Inc. I use “Walmart” throughout the text for continuity, even in references preceding the switchover. The endnotes use both spellings.















CHAPTER 1



Mr. Sam’s Bargain


IN LATE MARCH 2020, with the coronavirus spreading so fast that President Donald Trump had been forced to back off his expressed hope of packing people into churches on Easter, I tuned in to a Monday morning webinar to check out how several major corporations were responding to the pandemic. It was so early in the crisis that the nation’s COVID-19 death count hadn’t even hit 10,000, and the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention had yet to recommend that masks be worn in public. Zoom still seemed more like a blessing than a burden. But things were grim and clearly getting grimmer.


The session had been put together by FSG, a consulting firm, and featured executives from Truist Financial, 3M, and Walmart discussing how they were “changing policies to better support their most vulnerable workers.” “Every day I find myself using the word ‘unprecedented,’” Greg Hills, the co-CEO of FSG, said as he started off the discussion. With “businesses shuttered, schools and colleges emptied, and social life all but suspended,” as that day’s New York Times put it, this was “the scariest time that I’ve lived in,” Hills added.


“I’m scared for my mother,” he went on. “I’m scared for my wife and kids, for my friends, my extended family. I’m not sleeping well at night because I’m worried about and feel responsible for the livelihoods of 150 employees at FSG.”


Julie Gehrki, a vice president at Walmart’s philanthropic foundation, nodded empathetically on the screen, though it must have been hard not to consider that, as taxing as it was to tend to 150 people, it was up to her company to look after 10,000 times that many workers across all 50 states. Headquartered in Bentonville, Arkansas, the nation’s biggest employer boasted 1.5 million people on its US payroll—roughly equal to the population of Philadelphia, or twice that of Seattle—plus 700,000 more in two dozen other countries. By comparison, Amazon has about 1.1 million US employees; Target, 350,000; Costco, 190,000.


When it was Gehrki’s turn to speak, she highlighted steps that Walmart had taken to care for this multitude, particularly its one million domestic frontline workers—or “associates,” as the company prefers to call them. Walmart’s senior team, she said, had recently huddled through a weekend to devise an emergency leave policy so that if employees didn’t feel well or were uncomfortable being inside a store, they could miss work and wouldn’t be punished. The company was offering them free telemedicine. It had trimmed its shopping hours so crews could deep-clean Walmart’s more than 5,000 US locations every night, and it was busy putting up plastic “sneeze guards” to protect its cashiers and pharmacists. It was placing decals on store floors to make it easier for customers to keep six feet apart.


A week before, Walmart had said it would hand out $550 million in bonuses to its hourly workers, the first of several such payments that would eventually total more than $2.5 billion. To satisfy Americans’ endless appetite for household goods and groceries while they hunkered down at home and stockpiled essentials, as well as to backfill for those workers who were now going out on leave, the company had also turbocharged its hiring process. In the span of just a month, it would bring aboard 150,000 new employees and then announce that it was hiring 50,000 more—many of them as part of a coordinated, multi-industry effort to absorb restaurant and hospitality workers who’d been let go from their jobs. “We are really leaning into everything we can do,” Gehrki said.


As the event wrapped up, I downed the last of my coffee and began to sift through my inbox to see what messages I’d missed over the previous hour. One jumped out. Twenty minutes into the webinar—just as Gehrki was about to make her opening remarks—an email had landed from Andrea Dehlendorf, the co-executive director of United for Respect, a labor advocacy group that had grown out of the United Food and Commercial Workers union. “We have always been committed to ensuring that the voices of people working low-wage jobs are heard,” Dehlendorf said in her missive, which trumpeted the 39 news stories her organization had helped to plant over the previous week. Many of them focused on Walmart, and their depiction was nothing like the one Gehrki had just presented.


The most biting critique came from Melissa Love, who stocked shelves part-time at a Walmart in Long Beach, California. In a New York Times op-ed, the 27-year-old conveyed the tremendous stress she was under as customers snatched up practically every item they could. “It’s been a lot like Black Friday,” Love wrote, referring to the frenzied day after Thanksgiving that marks the kickoff of the holiday buying season. “I’m young and healthy, but I’m worried I will catch the coronavirus and infect my father.”


After four years at Walmart, Love was earning $13.27 an hour, which penciled out to a little more than $20,000 per year for the 30 hours or so she worked each week while juggling her studies at Los Angeles Trade Technical College. Her pandemic bonus, which Gehrki had touted, would amount to all of 150 bucks. (Full-timers would receive $300.) At the moment, Love was the sole breadwinner in her household. Her dad, a shuttlebus driver at Disneyland, had just been laid off—one of the millions of Americans whose jobs vaporized as the virus ravaged the economy.


In her piece in the Times, Love took issue with Walmart’s new leave policy. She explained that the company was “allowing workers who test positive for the coronavirus to stay home for up to two weeks, but it will cut pay in half for any needed sick time after that.” She said she feared that she or one of her coworkers might well wind up facing “the impossible choice of going to work sick and possibly infecting others or risking our already precarious finances.” An active member of United for Respect, Love didn’t hold back: “We make corporations like Walmart profitable—it’s time for them to ensure we have enough to live on.”


My head swirled. Where in this muddle did reality lie? Was Walmart as responsive to the needs of its employees as it was making itself out to be? Or was it as indifferent as Love claimed, bent on fattening its bottom line, the well-being of its workers be damned? For more than a year, prior to the outbreak of COVID-19, I’d been wrestling with these questions. However, answering them wasn’t so easy, at least not anymore.


There was a time, for about a decade and a half beginning around the year 2000, when portraying Walmart as greedy, if not downright malevolent, had become as commonplace for many people as grabbing a quart of milk from the store. “If you really—we mean really—want to scare the locals next Halloween, here’s an early costume idea for you or your kids: dress up as Walmart,” two commentators wrote in 2008. Tellingly, this zinger didn’t come from a pair of union backers or liberal pols or chin-scratchers from some left-wing think tank. It was served up by two officials from the normally staid corridors of the Federal Reserve Bank.


“Walmart has been fingered as the source of virtually every conceivable economic ill,” they declared. “It kills jobs and downtowns, say critics, and destroys community character. It’s been accused of discriminating against women, using illegal immigrants, requiring work off the clock, and being overly aggressive in stopping the formation of labor unions among its workers. It’s been blamed for sprawl and traffic congestion, as well as aesthetic offenses.”


A distinct genre of literature emerged during this period panning the company’s avaricious behavior: The Case Against Walmart, Slam-Dunking Walmart, The Bully of Bentonville, How Walmart Is Destroying America (and the World). An off-Broadway musical, Walmartopia, took aim at what its creator called “the cost of unfettered capitalism.” Whereas General Motors was widely perceived as having used its perch atop the list of America’s biggest companies to help build the middle class after World War II, with union agreements that bestowed good pay and generous benefits and job security for generations of blue-collar workers, Walmart, now the largest corporation of them all, had come to symbolize something very different: a race-to-the-bottom brand of capitalism that was leaving legions of people struggling to get by. “Low prices are great,” BusinessWeek asserted in a 2003 article. “But Walmart’s dominance creates problems—for suppliers, workers, communities, and even American culture.”


In fairness, much of the condemnation leveled at the company was too broad-brush. Plenty of cities and towns in America welcomed Walmart, eager for residents to be able to purchase quality goods at very low prices. “I tell people all the time: I was a big-time Walmart shopper when I was buying diapers, a big-time Walmart shopper when I was buying school supplies,” said Marc Morial, the president of the National Urban League, who served as mayor of New Orleans from 1994 to 2002. “It’s inexpensive, and the selection is wide.” Others were delighted for a different reason to have a Walmart (or two, or three, or more) around: it brought jobs. “I’d rather have a person on somebody’s payroll—even if it isn’t at the highest wage—than on the unemployment roll,” said John Mack, a civic leader in Los Angeles, as he reflected on Walmart’s plans to make a giant foray into the region in 2003. More than 75 percent of the store managers at Walmart came up through the hourly ranks. The company was willing to hire those who’d been incarcerated, and it guaranteed a job offer to any honorably discharged US military veteran within his or her first year off active duty.


For a good many people, a job at Walmart “saved them from situations that were far worse,” whether that meant “going hungry, getting evicted, having one’s electricity turned off,” or suffering some other blow, as two Columbia University sociologists, Adam Reich and Peter Bearman, found when they engaged in an extensive study of the company and United for Respect’s campaign to upgrade conditions there. “Associates are not choosing between unionized jobs at GM and Walmart,” they pointed out. “Assuming that there are jobs to choose from, Walmart workers are choosing between Walmart and McDonald’s” or some other employer furnishing scanty wages. “They are comparing work to loneliness, isolation, sitting on a porch watching absolutely nothing ever happen, or playing video games.” For lots of people, Walmart was their best chance to feel useful, to enjoy some camaraderie, to carve out an identity, to make something better of themselves. Reich and Bearman took note that when Walmart opened two stores in Washington, DC, in 2013, 23,000 people applied for 600 slots. Just how awful, then, could the company be?


Yet despite the positives, Walmart was long the object of widespread derision because this much was inescapable: it stinted on its workers to a degree that was difficult for many to stomach. Although a Walmart job might have been more appealing to many than the available alternatives, tens of thousands of the company’s employees still couldn’t make ends meet without their paychecks being leavened by government food stamps, Medicaid, or the succor of a nonprofit. “In orientation, we learned that the store’s success depends entirely on us, the associates; in fact, our bright blue vests bear the statement ‘At Walmart our people make the difference,’” Barbara Ehrenreich wrote in Nickel and Dimed, her renowned 2001 account of working a string of low-paying jobs, including in the apparel department of a Minneapolis Walmart for $7 an hour—a wage so measly she couldn’t afford housing. “Underneath those vests, though, there are real-life charity cases, maybe even shelter dwellers,” Ehrenreich added. Jon Lehman, who managed several Walmarts in Kentucky, used to keep a Rolodex on his desk with the phone numbers of nearby social service agencies at the ready. “I would call in the event that an associate came into my office and said, ‘I can’t afford to take my child to the doctor,’ ‘I can’t afford groceries,’ or ‘I’m getting kicked out of my house,’” he said. “Many times, I would take the worker down to the United Way in my truck. They didn’t know what to do.”


In 2005, those championing a “living wage” throughout America issued a report that zeroed in on why so many industries—retail, janitorial, homecare, childcare, security, and hospitality—paid so little. They cited the failure of Congress to increase the minimum wage so that it kept up with inflation, the rising use of contractors and temp workers, the effects of globalization, and the decline of unions. And, finally, they singled out one other culprit: “the Walmart-ization of the economy.” It was a phenomenon defined as “the proliferation of the Walmart business model and its central tenet: the merciless squeezing of labor costs to eliminate retail competition.”


As the years rolled on, Walmart did little to shake this reputation, even as it burnished its image—through both word and deed—in other areas, most notably by becoming more environmentally conscious. In November 2013, the company caused a stir when its store in Canton, Ohio, set out a bunch of purple and orange storage bins for workers to share food with one another so that, as the sign read, “Associates in Need can enjoy Thanksgiving dinner.” An employee, who said she found the gesture “demoralizing” and “kind of depressing,” snapped photographs of the bins and sent them to United for Respect, which passed them right along to the media. The reaction was swift. “That captures Walmart right there,” said Kate Bronfenbrenner, who taught at Cornell University’s School of Industrial and Labor Relations. “Its employees don’t make enough to feed themselves and their families.” Ashton Kutcher, the actor, tweeted at the company: “Is your profit margin so important you can’t pay your employees enough to be above the poverty line?”


Walmart characterized the episode in Canton as “part of the company’s culture to rally around associates and take care of them” and said it was “unfortunate that an act of human kindness has been taken so out of context.” Few bought it. The Cleveland Plain Dealer fielded a poll in which they asked people what they thought about the incident. Of the 20,000 respondents, 88 percent said it illustrated that “Walmart needs to pay its employees better wages.” Only 8 percent said the program “helps Walmart employees through their hardships.” As evenhanded as they were in their analysis, Reich and Bearman couldn’t help but draw the same conclusion: such a food drive “wouldn’t be necessary,” they wrote, “if Walmart didn’t put people in such desperate straits to begin with.”


But then the picture got more complicated. In 2015, Walmart upped its lowest hourly wage from the federal minimum of $7.25 to $10 in two stages. It also revamped the system that set employee work schedules, hoping to give more predictability to some and more flexibility to others, depending on their needs. In addition, Walmart got serious about skills training as it sought to forge new routes for someone to go from an entry-level job to a middle-class career in retail or another field. Taken together, this bundle of improvements “got our associates to a place where they recognized we were listening to them and that we were going to invest in them and that we cared about them and we wanted to retain them,” said Doug McMillon, who became Walmart’s chief executive in 2014.


Even United for Respect had to concede that something extraordinary was taking place. “If you look at Walmart, over its 50-year existence, they’ve always prided themselves on saying our employees are going to be the lowest-paid,” observed Dan Schlademan, a cofounder with Dehlendorf of United for Respect and its co-executive director. “Now they’ve changed their business model.” Barry Ritholtz, a maverick wealth manager who in the past had branded Walmart a “corporate welfare queen” because so many of its employees were on public assistance, agreed. “These are not minor adjustments,” he said. “The company seems to have found some religion” in terms of “how it treats its workers.”


Walmart followed its 2015 pay increase with another in 2018, elevating its starting wage to $11 an hour. “A decade ago, the notion that Walmart could help corporate America find its soul would have been laughable,” Boston Globe columnist Shirley Leung wrote. “Today, Walmart and McMillon are no joke when it comes to showing how companies can do well and do good.”


In 2020, Walmart began to marshal workers into small teams and cross-train them to perform a range of assignments: displaying merchandise, pricing it correctly, upholding standards, and troubleshooting for customers. The arrangement resulted in an immediate pay raise for about 15 percent of the company’s hourly workforce—with wages for some roles climbing from $11 to $15 an hour—and the promise that many more employees would soon have enhanced opportunities, as well. “With teaming, we gave them complete autonomy to help fix the things that they saw in their area,” said Tyler Bursey, the manager of a Walmart in North Richland Hills, Texas, who himself started at the company as a cart pusher. “One of the biggest selling points I could give to them was, ‘We want you to take ownership of whatever you see that needs to be done throughout the day.’”


As part of the reorganization, Walmart also ushered in a new position: “team lead,” whose pay would start at $18 an hour and could get up to $30 in one of its 3,500 Supercenters—the biggest of big-boxes, selling everything from fishing rods to fresh trout, from apple juice to Apple iPhones. One hundred and five thousand of these team leads would supplant 145,000 department managers, whose hourly pay started at $12 and topped out at about $25. The new job would be less about tackling tasks and more about setting goals, delegating, and developing others to be effective. “It’s unlocking the potential of our frontline associates,” said Drew Holler, a senior vice president charged with overseeing the design and implementation of the new team structure. Amid all the shuffling, Walmart’s overall employee headcount would stay steady as it doubled the number of “personal shoppers” to accommodate its burgeoning pickup and delivery business.


In 2021, Walmart boosted pay again—twice. The first move took 425,000 of its workers, including personal shoppers, to between $13 and $19 an hour. The second increased hourly wages for 565,000 employees by at least a dollar. The company also raised its minimum wage to $12 (and to as much as $17 in some stores). Its average hourly wage was now $16.40. It also said that it was establishing more full-time jobs and relying less on part-time labor to augment its workers’ earnings and give them additional stability. Walmart has “gone from being seen as a problem to becoming a significant part of the solution,” said John Streur, the chief executive of Calvert Research and Management, which specializes in socially responsible investing.


Alan Murray, the president of Fortune magazine and an exponent of the viewpoint that business is poised to lead the way in solving some of society’s most intractable challenges, had likewise determined that the company was undergoing a historic shift. “Walmart founder Sam Walton famously paid the lowest price the market would bear for everything—labor included,” he wrote. “Current CEO Douglas McMillon has taken a different approach.”


Different in this regard, yes, but it wasn’t as if the company had been trying to distance itself from Walton. His maxims plastered the walls of the Home Office in Bentonville and the breakrooms of stores. His autobiography, Sam Walton: Made in America, was required reading for anybody who hoped to get somewhere at the company. Every time I had a chance to talk to McMillon, he’d impart a pearl or two of wisdom from “Mr. Sam,” as he is affectionately known. Other Walmart executives would invariably do the same. Although Walton died in 1992, his spirit is alive and well.


The funny thing was, those from United for Respect were also quick to summon Walton’s management doctrine, thrilled with trying to turn his wisdom back on the company. Among “Sam’s Rules for Building a Business” that they liked to invoke was this: “Share your profits with all your associates, and treat them as partners.”


Whatever argument you were trying to make about working for Walmart—whether you believed the company was emblematic of a new age of enlightened capitalism or that it was still falling short of its founder’s ideals—Mr. Sam was bound to be your touchstone. That’s because there were shards of truth in all of it.
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By the time Sam Walton opened the first Walmart in Rogers, Arkansas (about eight miles down the road from his adopted home of Bentonville), in 1962, not only did he have a clear-eyed vision of what he was trying to do, he knew how he was going to get there. With 22 years in the retail business at that point, Walton was a tiger, not a tyro.


Gutsy, magnetic, hypercompetitive, and shrewd as hell, he had soaked in one lesson after another about how to give American consumers exactly what they wanted. Born in Kingfisher, Oklahoma, Walton was raised mostly in small-town Missouri. His dad did all sorts of things: farming, banking, insurance, real estate. “We never thought of ourselves as poor,” Walton said, “although we certainly didn’t have much of what you’d call disposable income lying around.” In 1940, straight out of college, Walton joined J. C. Penney as a management trainee, and although he left after about 18 months, the experience made a lasting impression.


“It was at Penney that Walton first came across many of the management ideas that, decades later, would popularly be thought of as his own,” the journalist Bob Ortega has noted. “One such idea was calling workers ‘associates,’ as a way of making them feel more like partners in the business.… Another was ‘management by walking around,’ as some would label Walton’s habit of incessantly visiting his own stores. These visits let him see firsthand how local managers were doing, pass on tips to them about how to do this or that better, pick up on anything new they might have come up with, and, of course, meet all the workers.”


In 1945, after two years in the Army, Walton snapped up a Ben Franklin store in Newport, Arkansas, for $25,000—$5,000 of which he and his wife, Helen, had saved and the rest borrowed from his father-in-law. He was 27 and full of ambition. Newport, nestled along the White River in the northeast part of the state, surrounded by pecan and cotton farms, only had about 5,000 people. But Walton’s aim was to make his Ben Franklin the most profitable variety store in all of Arkansas within five years.


Ben Franklin tightly prescribed the ways in which its franchisees were to run things, and Walton was gung-ho for such guidance. “They had their own accounting system, with manuals telling you what to do, when, and how,” Walton would recollect. “They had merchandise statements, they had accounts-payable sheets, they had little ledger books called Beat Yesterday books, in which you could compare this year’s sales with last year’s on a day-by-day basis.” For Walton—full of gumption but still green—it was almost like going to grad school.


What the company couldn’t teach him, he learned from his competitors, including a Sterling Store across the street that was pulling in double the sales of Walton’s Ben Franklin when he first got to Newport. He scrutinized his rival’s pricing and displays and other tricks of the trade—and imitated what worked best, a maneuver he’d carry with him to Walmart. He exhibited a keenness for experimentation and a flair for promotion, as well, wooing customers with a popcorn maker and an ice cream machine out on the sidewalk.


When the Ben Franklin bureaucracy bridled Walton, he made an end run around it, disregarding the parent company’s preferred supplier network and finding cheaper manufacturers and wholesalers to cut deals with him. By doing so, he said, “it got me thinking in the direction of what eventually became the foundation of Walmart’s philosophy”: If you can hold down your costs, you can pass along those savings to your customers in the form of lower prices. And if that brings enough customers through the door, the volume will translate into even more profit than if the markups had been higher. “That is where it started,” said Bud Walton, Sam’s younger brother, who became his sibling’s assistant manager in Newport. “Our money was made by controlling expenses.”


By 1950, Walton had met his original objective and then some. His Ben Franklin was the largest variety store in Arkansas and the chain’s leader in sales and profits across a six-state region. But there would be no celebration. Walton had botched his lease on the building, neglecting to include an option to renew. His landlord, who wanted to give his son a leg up in retailing, took the property back. “It was the low point of my business life,” Walton would later say. “I felt sick to my stomach.” Angry and embarrassed, Walton became “a little more wary of just how tough the world can be,” but there was nothing to be done: “I had to pick myself up and get on with it, do it all over again, only even better this time.”


Sam and Helen moved to Bentonville and bought an old variety store on the town square. They also acquired the barbershop next door so they could demolish the dividing wall and double their space. Bentonville was even tinier than Newport, but relocating to northwest Arkansas had its virtues. It put Helen closer to her family in Oklahoma and gave Sam the perfect spot for quail hunting, which was dear to his own heart. The new store bore the name Walton’s Five and Dime, and from the get-go Sam proved to have what every merchant fancies: a nose for what his customers would find irresistible.


“He was always thinking up new things to try in the store,” recalled Inez Threet, who worked at Walton’s Five and Dime. “One time he made a trip to New York, and he came back a few days later and said, ‘Come here, I want to show you something. This is going to be the item of the year.’ I went over and looked at a bin full of—I think they called them zori sandals—they call them thongs now. And I just laughed and said, ‘No way will those things sell. They’ll just blister your toes.’ Well, he took them and tied them together in pairs and dumped them all on a table at the end of an aisle for 19 cents a pair. And they just sold like you wouldn’t believe. I have never seen an item sell as fast, one after another, just piles of them. Everybody in town had a pair.”


But Walton was too much of a go-getter to stay put in Bentonville, and within a few years he opened additional Ben Franklin stores in towns all over Arkansas, southern Missouri, and Kansas. He also embraced a new format—a testament to Walton’s knack for innovation. In Fayetteville, Arkansas, he became one of the first retailers in the country to have cash registers up front rather than counters spread all around the store (similar to a makeup counter at a Nordstrom or Saks Fifth Avenue today). Instead of waiting for one clerk after another to retrieve the things they wanted, shoppers could now move more easily throughout the whole store with “lightweight shopping baskets in which to gather your choices as you go,” as Walton expounded in an ad heralding the then-unfamiliar “self-service” layout. With the new setup, Walton could also get away with fewer workers and less specialized training, keeping his labor costs down.


By 1962, Walton was the biggest variety-store owner and biggest Ben Franklin franchisee in the country, with 16 outlets he’d bounce between via his own private plane, a single-engine Tri-Pacer. Yet even with all he’d accomplished, he had been getting nervous for a couple of years now. A new crop of competitors—discount stores—had sprung up around the country, and they were growing so fast that Walton couldn’t ignore the threat. E.J. Korvette, Spartan’s, Zayre, Mammoth Mart, and others had discovered a winning formula: no-frills stores in low-rent districts that offered consumers a huge inventory at bargain prices. Gibson Products of Dallas, not far from Walton’s own backyard, lived by the motto “Buy it low, stack it high, sell it cheap.”


“I knew the discount idea was the future,” Walton said, and it played right into the instincts he had started to hone back in Newport: you could make a ton of money by selling a mountain of stuff that didn’t cost a whole lot. Walton took a couple of stabs at finding a partner for his new venture, but he got nowhere. It was time to strike out on his own.


That first Walmart in Rogers—“Wal-Mart Discount City”—was, at its core, not very different from the thousands of Walmarts that would follow. In ads for the July 2 grand opening, the store pledged to provide “everyday low prices.” This was much more than a slogan; it was an ethos. “From day one of Walmart, Mr. Walton made it clear that this wasn’t just Ben Franklin with low prices on some items,” remembered Charlie Cate, a manager. “He wanted real discounting. He said, ‘We want to discount everything we carry.’ When the other chains around us weren’t discounting, he said, ‘We advertise that we sell for less, and we mean it!’ So whatever else we did, we always had to sell for less. If an item came in and everybody else in town was selling it for 25 cents, we’d go with 21 cents.” With many retailers charging the manufacturer’s suggested price, the savings you could get at Walmart were something to behold: $11.88 versus $17.95 for a Sunbeam iron; $74.37 versus $100 for a Polaroid camera; $5.97 versus $10.80 for a Wilson baseball mitt.


The very same year that Walton got into the discount business, the bug bit others. Harry Cunningham, president of the Kresge five-and-dime chain, opened his first discount store, Kmart, in a suburb of Detroit in March 1962 with plans to open 37 more. Three months later, the variety-store operator Woolworth opened its first Woolco discount store in Ohio. The Minneapolis-based regional department store chain Dayton Corporation also opened four discount houses, named Target, in 1962.


But Walton avoided the crush of competition. While most discounters set their sights on larger metropolitan areas, Walton expanded only into towns with fewer than 25,000 people, and oftentimes far fewer. Others thought he was crazy, that there was no way these hamlets could ever sustain the enterprise. But Walton deduced that if locals could find the same goods at the same low prices at Walmart that they’d otherwise have to drive an hour or more to get, they’d be glad to give him their business. And he’d have the market pretty much to himself.


As the 1960s wound to a close, Walton owned 18 Walmarts in three states: two in Oklahoma, five in Missouri, and 11 in Arkansas. One was in Newport, where Walton ran his old landlord’s son out of business. Although Walton would insist that this wasn’t an act of revenge—merely the natural consequence of winning over the other guy’s customers—his store manager in Newport said the boss left little doubt about what he wanted done to the landlord’s boy. “Break him!” Walton said. And he did. (Walton’s edge would also reveal itself on the tennis court, where, in the words of one of his first managers, “he could be playing a one-legged man in a wheelchair, and he would show no mercy.”)


To be sure, these first Walmarts weren’t terribly advanced. “We didn’t have ordering programs. We didn’t have a basic merchandise assortment. We certainly didn’t have any sort of computers,” Walton would say years later. “But we managed to sell our merchandise as low as we possibly could, and that kept us right-side-up for the first 10 years—that and consistently improving our sales in these smaller markets by building up our relationship with the customers. The idea was simple: when customers thought of Walmart, they should think of low prices and satisfaction guaranteed.”


Over time, Walmart got more sophisticated. Some of this was due to Walton’s tried-and-true method of dissecting what other retailers were up to—and then knocking off whatever was most advantageous. Don Soderquist, who would become a top Walmart executive, never forgot going into a Kmart near his house on a Saturday and happening upon Walton, who was in sponge mode. At the time, Soderquist was in charge of data processing at Ben Franklin’s main offices in Chicago, and he had just been in a meeting with Walton the day before. “I thought, ‘What the heck is he doing way out here?’” Soderquist recounted.


“I strolled up behind him, and I could hear him asking this clerk, ‘Well, how frequently do you order?… Uh-huh.… How much do you order?… And if you order on a Tuesday, when does the merchandise come in?’ He’s writing everything she says down in a little blue spiral notebook. Then Sam gets down on his hands and knees and he’s looking under this stack table, and he opens the sliding doors and says, ‘How do you know how much you’ve got under here when you’re placing that order?’ Finally, I said, ‘Sam Walton, is that you?’ And he looked up from the floor and said, ‘Oh, Don! Hi! What are you doing here?’ I said, ‘I’m shopping. What are you doing?’ And he said, ‘Oh, this is just part of the educational process. That’s all.’”


In the late 1960s, Walton began to invest—albeit in many cases reluctantly, given his parsimonious disposition—in warehousing and information technology. In 1970, he’d take Walmart public, fueling a surge of expansion that vaulted the company from a fairly obscure regional retailer into one of the nation’s four biggest discounters, though its business would remain concentrated for the time being in the South and Midwest. Historian Nelson Lichtenstein, who has chronicled Walmart’s ascent as closely as anyone, has termed the 1970s the company’s “miracle decade,” in part because its prosperity stood in such contrast to that of other retail chains, which foundered under the era’s double-whammy of high prices and high unemployment. Walmart’s pace of growth was four to five times that of J. C. Penney, Kmart, and Woolco. “For most discounters,” Lichtenstein has written, “the combination of inflation and recession—stagflation it was called—made for an economic environment that was poison. Clustered in cities and suburbs, they were locked into a fierce, profit-draining price competition, even as wages, interest payments, and shipping costs soared. But Walmart, with most of its stores in small towns and exurbs, escaped this trap. Many of Walmart’s rural customers… actually benefited from the burst of 1970s inflation as land and farm commodity prices rose rapidly.”


Through the decade, Walmart opened as many as 50 new stores per year; revenue rose at an annual clip of nearly 40 percent. And it was bringing on an average of almost 100 new workers every week, so that by the end of the ’70s, the company employed 21,000 people. Even at this scale, however, many of those working for Walmart felt a special attachment to the business, a bond that rested largely on two things: cash and charisma.


The cash came through a profit-sharing plan that Walton—with an assist from Helen—put in place in 1971 for all workers who had been with the company for at least two years. It was an extension of a perk that had originally gone only to salaried managers. (In 1976, the requirement was reduced to one year, while it took seven years to become fully vested.) Once an employee retired, they were eligible to take out their share, which had been invested in the interim, mostly in Walmart stock.


For many it was a godsend, especially considering how little they had made otherwise, even after the company tacked on nominal bonuses for stimulating higher sales or curbing “shrinkage” (losses from employee theft, shoplifting, damage, cashier error, and so on). Walton had always done all he could to tamp down his workers’ regular pay, going so far as to configure the company in its early days in a manner that would circumvent the federal minimum wage. Even after a US District Court judge thwarted that penny-pinching gambit, Walton copped to still being “chintzy” with his hourly workers. Retailers paid poorly by and large, and Walmart was no exception. But the company’s profit sharing, supplemented by another sweetener that enabled employees to buy Walmart stock for relatively little, gave Walton a mechanism to engender their loyalty—and stave off early attempts by the Retail Clerks Union to organize them.


“Building a ‘nest egg’ for us is a definite plus in our lives,” said Bette Hendrix, the corporate assistant secretary, “and is an incentive to do our utmost in job performance to increase that ‘nest egg’ by our own actions and attitudes.” Michael Bergdahl witnessed the effect during his time as a Walmart human resources executive in Bentonville. “Because of profit sharing… the associates worried about saving the company money as much as the company leaders did,” he said. “I saw it happening every day in my own department. The associates brought the basic office necessities from their homes to outfit their desks, including pens, pencils, staplers, staples, paper clips, Post-It notes, rubber bands, highlighter pens, tape, and calculators. I can assure you that no one in management told them to do this; it was something the associates themselves reinforced culturally.” Their impetus was straightforward: they wanted to save Walmart money “in order to directly impact their own profit sharing,” according to Bergdahl, “and it happened all around the company.” No wonder Walton called profit sharing “the move we made that I’m proudest of.” It has, he said, “pretty much been the carrot that’s kept Walmart headed forward.”


While high rates of employee turnover—endemic throughout retail—limited the breadth of profit sharing, for those workers who joined Walmart early enough and stayed long enough, the sums involved could be head-spinning. It wasn’t unheard of for the individual profit-sharing accounts of longtime frontline workers to swell to hundreds of thousands of dollars. Some became millionaires. Even if profit sharing didn’t make you rich, it could make things more agreeable. At the Walmart in Springdale, Arkansas, at least one worker took to sitting down once a year and figuring out what her profit sharing equaled on an hourly basis. And when “I was not making what I felt like was a decent wage,” she said, this extra remuneration came out to 50 cents or a dollar an hour, “and that made it worthwhile.” She wasn’t alone. “Store associates are willing to work long years for modest pay and slim wage hikes,” Discount Store News reported, “content on knowing they will hold small fortunes in Walmart stock upon retirement.”


The other thing that seemed to keep many Walmart workers content was getting to interact with Walton, as a salesclerk in Monroe, Louisiana, articulated in verse:


Who is this man? The man they call Sam.


I would love to meet him and shake his hand.


He started with an idea and made it an empire


Through work and dedication, a man to admire.


Flying from store to store, Walton would show up wearing the same plastic name tag as his hourly employees, with “SAM” printed in capital letters, as if somebody might not know who he was. At store openings, he would lead employees in the company cheer, which, while striking some as hokey and strange, helped to foster an unmistakable esprit de corps: Give me a W! Give me an A! Give me an L! Give me a squiggly! (followed by a shaking of the butt) Give me an M! Give me an A! Give me an R! Give me a T! What’s that spell? Walmart! What’s that spell? Walmart! Who’s number one? The customer! Always! “In headquarters, with his executives, Walton could be—and was—tough, blunt, and demanding,” Ortega, the journalist, has written. “But on store visits, he was attentive and avuncular, getting hourly workers away from their managers to get their feedback.” Said Carol Marang, who started at a Walmart in Guthrie, Oklahoma, in 1975: “He was always so nice and talked to you and listened to you like you were important.”


Being attuned to his workers’ concerns, Walton came to believe, was the best way to keep organized labor at bay—and he implored his managers to not just listen, but “listen aggressively.” Under the paternalistic banner “We Care,” Walmart rolled out an “open door” policy wherein workers were instructed that they could raise a grievance to any company manager, all the way up to Walton himself, without any fear of reprisal. “Anytime the employees at a company say they need a union, it’s because management has done a lousy job of managing and working with their people,” Walton posited. “Usually, it’s directly traceable to what’s going on at the line supervisor level—something stupid that some supervisor does, or something good he or she doesn’t do.” Whenever Walmart has had problems, said Walton, it was because store managers “weren’t as open with their folks as they should have been. They didn’t communicate with them, they didn’t share with them.”


In 1971, Walmart began publishing a monthly magazine, Wal-Mart World, as another avenue of communication with employees. Walton wrote a letter to his workers in each edition, never failing to thank them as the company blew through one sales and profit milestone after another. “I’ve been repeatedly asked… as to Walmart’s secret,” he wrote in May 1972. “Proudly, you’re Walmart’s ‘secret,’ and we frankly admit to it.” In July 1974, there was this: “How does Walmart do it?… The answer is always the same—people. Not only the right kind, but interested, dedicated, enthusiastic, and loyal people. That’s what makes our company exceptional, and what enables us to continually achieve the seemingly impossible.” And in December 1978, this: “Let’s don’t ever forget—Walmart is a partnership. We’re in this thing together. It’s ours. We’re all part of one fine company, and we have some future together as partners if we continue to work with and for one another!”


Nothing, however, cemented the company’s mores quite like the corporate annual meeting in Bentonville. Year after year, Walton brought in busloads of workers, packing an auditorium and turning what could have been a dry and tedious affair into something that was part pep rally and part star-studded Las Vegas–style revue, complete with A-list entertainers and sports stars: Reba McEntire, Chet Atkins, Alan Thicke, Joe DiMaggio. “It’s not really a corporate stockholders’ meeting, is it?” Walton asked the crowd one year. “It’s a happening—it’s a revival!”


Standing behind the unremitting boosterism, meanwhile, was remarkable business acumen. Through the 1980s, with Walton having overcome his hesitancy to spend on technology, Walmart knitted together an unrivaled logistics and distribution apparatus, which used barcodes, links between its computers and those of its suppliers, and a satellite system to keep tabs on every piece of merchandise as it moved from a factory to the company’s trucking fleet to a cash register in the store. Armed with this insight, Walmart could fine-tune its ordering patterns in real time, based on what was selling and what wasn’t, and keep its inventories lean. It could make sure that workers were ready to receive products as they arrived at the loading dock—and not be standing around, idle, whenever an 18-wheeler was running late. All of this saved money. For every dollar of goods sold, Kmart spent five cents on distribution; Walmart spent just two.


As the 1980s unfolded, Walmart rocketed ever further ahead. It broke out of its confines in and around the Ozarks, stretching into Arizona, New Mexico, Colorado, Michigan, and Wisconsin. By the end of the decade, it had 1,400 stores—more than a fivefold increase from 10 years earlier—along with 120 membership-only Sam’s Wholesale Clubs, where shoppers could buy in bulk and find even greater savings. (Walton had appropriated the concept from industry pioneer Sol Price.) Because the average size of a Walmart had gotten bigger and bigger over the years, the workforce mushroomed at an even faster pace and now surpassed 275,000 employees—more than 10 times the number at the start of the ’80s.


Yet even as the company exploded, it continued to execute superbly. In 1987, Time magazine hailed Sam Walton as “one of America’s most restless and evangelical corporate leaders,” adding that “thanks to his uncanny ability to motivate employees and slash expenses, the chain of discount stores Walton started just 25 years ago has become the fastest-growing and most influential force in the retailing industry.” The report quoted a First Boston equity analyst as saying that Walmart was “the best-managed company I’ve ever followed, and I’ve looked at hundreds.” Compared with other discounters, Time said, Walmart “offers more: well-scrubbed aisles, fully stocked shelves, and relentlessly upbeat clerks.”


As the magazine lavished this praise, Walton was at the tail end of his run. The following year, fighting leukemia, he handed the reins to a new CEO, David Glass. Four years later, Walton passed away at age 74—just a month after he was awarded the Presidential Medal of Freedom, the nation’s highest civilian honor. At the ceremony, President George H. W. Bush called him “an American original” who “embodies the entrepreneurial spirit and epitomizes the American dream.”


Glass, whom Walton had lured away from the Consumers Markets grocery chain in 1976 to be his chief financial officer, had been instrumental in realizing that dream. Specifically, Walton gave his successor “the lion’s share of the credit” for building out Walmart’s enormously efficient automated distribution system. Like Walton, the New Liberty, Missouri, native was plain-spoken, hard-charging, and steeped in the values of rural America. By all accounts, he was unfailingly humble. And he liked to hang out in stores, mingling with the troops, just like Mr. Sam did. But unlike Walton, Glass had little charm, at least in public. To many, said Ortega, “he could seem a bit of a stiff.”


Yet whatever deficiencies Glass might have had, at least as measured against a figure as glorified as Sam Walton, they didn’t slow Walmart down one bit. During his 12-year tenure as CEO, growth accelerated like never before. Glass bet big on Supercenters, selling groceries alongside general merchandise inside cavernous new stores staffed by some 300 workers. Some questioned this thrust, given the low margins and brutal competition among supermarkets. But Glass didn’t waver. “I’ve always been a proponent of one-stop shopping,” he said. And before long, Walmart used its superior technology and supply-chain management capabilities to become an industry juggernaut.


In 1988, Walmart had two Supercenters. When Glass stepped down as CEO in 2000, there were more than 700 (as well as 1,800 Walmart discount stores, now in all 50 states and Puerto Rico; nearly 500 Sam’s Clubs; and a presence in eight other countries). Sales had leapt from $16 billion to $165 billion—a track record that led McMillon to submit, without hyperbole, that “David Glass may be the most under-appreciated CEO in the history of business.”


Walmart’s next CEO, Lee Scott, picked right up where his predecessor had left off. By the end of 2003, Walmart had more than 1,400 Supercenters, doubling its footprint in the grocery business in just a few years. It was now the country’s largest purveyor of food—bigger than Kroger or Safeway. Walmart’s unmatchable low prices had also helped to send more than two dozen other supermarket chains into bankruptcy. They just couldn’t keep up.


And it wasn’t only in groceries where Walmart exerted substantial power. It was also America’s largest seller of toys, furniture, jewelry, dog food, and scores of other consumer products. Having eclipsed Exxon Mobil, Walmart was now raking in more revenue than any other American company. Businesspeople everywhere looked on in awe. “For most of Walmart’s 41 years, corporate America refused to acknowledge the retailer as one of its own,” said Fortune, as it named Walmart the world’s “most admired company” for 2003—the outcome of a survey of 10,000 executives, directors, and analysts across the globe. “Walmart was Podunk, USA, Jed Clampett, Uncle Jesse’s pickup—and worse yet, a discount store. This year its transfiguration is complete.”


But such accolades veiled the denunciation that had been mounting from other quarters for some time—from Main Street merchants Walmart had steamrolled, US manufacturers that Walmart had coerced into moving production overseas to lower costs, and human-rights watchdogs troubled by abuses abroad. David Glass had gotten one of the first tastes of such reproach in 1992 when he was confronted with hard evidence on Dateline NBC that child laborers in Bangladesh were sewing private-label clothing for Walmart, even though they were being sold on the rack as “Made in the USA.” Informed that young girls had been locked in the factory overnight so that they had to keep working, Glass cracked. “Yeah,” he said coldly, “there are tragic things that happen all over the world.” With the cameras rolling, a Walmart public relations official abruptly ended the interview.


Walmart assailed Dateline for ambushing Glass and, it maintained, distorting the facts. More generally, as the vilification of the company intensified through the years, the brass in Bentonville reasoned that much of the contempt was an inevitable drawback of getting so big. “Because of the company’s size and success,” said Don Soderquist, who had become Walmart’s chief operating officer, “it has become a lightning rod.” He fretted that Walmart was being unfairly “judged on a standard of perfection” and that every stumble had “the potential to appear on the evening news or on the front page of the local paper,” even though some missteps were to be expected with more than one million people now working for the company in the United States alone. “Can you imagine a city of one million people… that is held to a standard of zero mistakes by its citizens?” Soderquist asked. The heat that the company was suddenly feeling wasn’t coming from nowhere, either. It was being fanned, Soderquist said, by other businesses that were looking to sully Walmart “rather than trying to compete” and labor organizers angling to make inroads at the company, or at least slow down its assault on unionized grocery chains, where the wage-and-benefit package was about $10 an hour higher. (The Dateline revelations had come courtesy of the United Food and Commercial Workers.)


But even if Soderquist had a fair point or two, it wasn’t just outsiders with an agenda who were adamant that Walmart had veered off course. Employees who had been around since Mr. Sam’s day began to complain that although Walton had built the company on two pillars—containing costs so that he could give customers the lowest possible prices while, at the same time, making his workers feel like he was good to them, even if wages were skimpy—Walmart had let the latter crumble away. It was now fixated almost exclusively on curtailing expenses. “Financial discipline,” said Charles Fishman, who reported on Walmart for Fast Company, “had become for some an excuse for exploitation and mistreatment.”


In dozens of stores, this would manifest in managers hounding employees to work off the clock through lunch and rest breaks. At a Walmart in Apple Valley, Minnesota, Nancy Braun wasn’t even permitted to leave her post as the cook and waitress at the store’s grill to go to the bathroom, although she had frequent urges after gallbladder surgery. “I’d get in a pinch, be there all alone, and soil myself, ruin my clothes,” Braun said. “I’d feel so degraded. Sometimes I wouldn’t have clothes with me, and the manager would say, ‘We have clothes here for sale. Get your purse and go buy yourself some.’ They didn’t care.”


Braun’s humiliation was extreme. But across the country, the same dynamic was playing out over and over: Walmart higher-ups pushed those running the stores to rein in their payroll costs, prompting wage-and-hour violations. “This wasn’t the case of a rogue manager here or there,” said Jon Parritz, a Minneapolis attorney who represented Braun and about 100,000 other Walmart workers in a class-action lawsuit that ultimately was settled when the company agreed to pay more than $54 million. “The causes for this were systemic.”


For many, it wasn’t lost wages that bothered them; it was an awareness that they had lost something far greater. “The day Sam died was the day Walmart joined corporate America,” said Kathleen MacDonald, who worked at a Supercenter in Aiken, South Carolina. “Things changed drastically.” She said that where managers once solicited input from hourly employees, “the personable comments were put to a minimum, our ideas no longer respected. The way we felt about things was no longer considered.” Marilynne Stanhope, who worked in the sporting goods department of the Walmart in Wasilla, Alaska, said the store had become so impersonal that “managers don’t even know your name.”


Under Sam Walton, “employee allegiance to the company’s corporate culture… seemed to take on nearly cultlike proportions,” wrote Sandra Vance and Roy Scott, two historians who documented Walmart’s spectacular rise from the 1960s through the early 1990s. With Walton gone, the magic was fading, and that made the sting of low wages a lot less tolerable. At a Walmart in La Plata, Maryland, employees now balked at the company’s signature ritual. “Half of us don’t even do the cheer,” said one worker. “Why should we, the kind of money we make?” By 2002, the vest that Barbara Ehrenreich had worn—the one that said, “Our people make the difference”—had given way to a new smock that said, “How may I help you?” For many, the switch encapsulated everything. “Walmart’s great for the customers,” a La Plata employee said. “But if you’re an associate, it’s a dog’s life.”


In 2003, the Los Angeles Times ran a three-part series that peeled back the paradox Walmart had become: a corporate colossus able to fulfill consumers’ insatiable craving for low-price products, but at an increasingly high cost to its own workers. “Walmart gives,” the lead article said. “And Walmart takes away.”


My fingerprints were all over this one.
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I am a journalist and business historian, disciplines that cherish detachment. But I can’t make any pretense to being disconnected regarding Walmart.


I was the business editor of the Los Angeles Times when that 2003 series was published, and I had a large hand in shaping it. “Walmart’s astonishing success exacts a heavy price,” it affirmed. “By the company’s own admission, a full-time worker might not be able to support a family on a Walmart paycheck.” We would win the 2004 Pulitzer Prize for National Reporting for our appraisal of the retailer. My last book, The End of Loyalty: The Rise and Fall of Good Jobs in America, was even more pointed. It held up Walmart as a paragon of post-1970s capitalism, which has prioritized the interests of shareholders over employees. Many of Walmart’s workers, I wrote, had been “placed on a path to impoverishment.”


But in time, I’d start to see a different side of the company. The nonprofit social enterprise that I help to lead, the Drucker Institute, received funding in 2018 from Walmart’s corporate foundation to develop a lifelong learning system through which residents of a local community could obtain new knowledge and skills. The company would eventually grant the institute $2.1 million—a good chunk of the $5 million that we’d raise for the project, which I’ve spearheaded. (Most of the additional money came from Google, as well as from public and private organizations in South Bend, Indiana, where our program got underway.)


When the Walmart funding first materialized, I couldn’t get over it. The company obviously knew that I had been among its harshest detractors. But two Walmart executives had heard me give speeches about The End of Loyalty, which included a riff about the need in our fast-changing economy for robust worker training—something that most large companies once provided but that, like many parts of the corporate social contract, had melted away over the past 40 or 50 years. They approached me afterward and encouraged the Drucker Institute to apply for a grant for our then-nascent lifelong learning initiative.


Walmart’s foundation, now called Walmart.org, has an unusual sense of kinship with the company. At many corporations, philanthropy is looked upon as an appendage. By contrast, executives from Walmart and Walmart.org routinely sit at the same table and collaborate. I was therefore able to meet senior managers who were helping to make key strategic decisions, not just dressing the windows.


As I got to know people at Walmart, I was surprised. Many were much more liberal in their politics than I’d anticipated. Some identified as progressive. A good half-dozen told me that they had thought of Walmart as “the evil empire” before they got there. But the recruiter persuaded them to come and listen. And once they set foot in Bentonville, it didn’t take long to be swayed that Walmart was sincere about reforming many of its past practices, especially those pertaining to its frontline workers. This was an amazing chance, more than one told me, to change the world from the inside.


As these conversations continued, the more intrigued I became—and the more convinced that something meaningful was transpiring at Walmart. And so, I pitched the company: I wanted to tell the story of how it was transforming its relationship with its hourly workforce. And I was just the right person to do so. After all, who could be more credible than someone who had decried Walmart’s conduct for so long?


All the while, I stressed that none of this would be possible unless I could pursue things on my own terms. For starters, I’d need complete and open access—something the company had never given a journalist before. For many years, it had batted down book proposals. When Bob Ortega tried to enlist Walmart’s participation in the 1990s for what became In Sam We Trust, he was rejected straightaway. “Why should our busy executives take time away from their work for interviews,” a Walmart vice president pressed Ortega, who was then at the Wall Street Journal, “unless we have some reason to believe the book will either make our stock price or sales go up?” When Charles Fishman wrote 2006’s The Wal-Mart Effect, he ran into similar resistance.


As much as I wanted Walmart to let me peek into its inner workings, I took pains to be straight-up. While I genuinely thought the company’s ever-improving treatment of its hourly employees hadn’t gotten the attention it deserved, and this book would be a way to rectify that, I wasn’t going to pull any punches. I told the company that I’d be reaching out to its staunchest antagonists, including United for Respect, the United Food and Commercial Workers, and Senator Bernie Sanders, who’d introduced a bill that would prevent large companies from buying back their own stock (often to bid up the price) unless they paid all of their workers at least $15 an hour. The name of the legislation: the Stop WALMART Act. This would be no corporate hagiography.


I set some other parameters, as well. Walmart is in the thick of many issues—guns, opioids, and the injection of money into politics, to tick off just a few—for which it is sometimes lauded and other times lambasted. It is also vying with Amazon for retail supremacy, a battle of behemoths that undoubtedly colors just about everything Walmart does. Each of these topics is worthy of deep exploration in its own right. But while I’d touch on some of them, I’d keep my lens primarily on the state of Walmart’s hourly workers.


In so doing, I hoped to shed light on some larger questions. Among them: Did Walmart’s progress on wages signal a new chapter for American business in general? In recent years, more and more companies had renounced the principle that their only responsibility was to maximize their profits and share price. They vowed instead to be good stewards of their people and the planet, a swing in emphasis that went by any number of names: conscious capitalism, inclusive capitalism, stakeholder capitalism.


In October 2018, I was asked to attend a small dinner hosted by Jamie Dimon, the chief executive of JPMorgan Chase, who was then the chairman of the Business Roundtable, a lobbying group composed of the nation’s leading CEOs. I’d been invited, along with a few other professional noodges, after I’d written an essay denouncing the Roundtable for its long-held stance that “the paramount duty of management and of boards of directors” was “to the corporation’s stockholders” and that “the interests of other stakeholders” were “relevant,” but only as “derivative” of this preeminent obligation. Ten months after our spirited dialogue with Dimon, and much to my amazement, the Roundtable yielded. It proclaimed that its members “share a fundamental commitment to all… stakeholders”—including their customers, employees, suppliers, and shareholders—and would “deliver value to all of them, for the future success of our companies, our communities, and our country.” While hardly dead, the shareholder-über-alles mindset, promulgated most famously by economist Milton Friedman, was now on the defensive.


Walmart very much sees itself as part of this new wave of capitalism, talking up its adherence to “shared value,” which calls upon companies to generate economic value in a way that simultaneously generates value for society by addressing its most urgent needs. “Walmart was an early mover and early leader in this way of thinking,” said Michael Porter, a Harvard Business School professor who is one of the fathers of shared value. In 2020, Dimon passed on the chairmanship of the Business Roundtable to McMillon, extolling him as “a forward-looking leader who understands the importance of a growing and inclusive economy that serves all Americans.”


But what constitutes “inclusive”? With all that Walmart has done to make things better for its employees since 2015, are its jobs (or most of them, anyway) now “good” jobs? What does “good” even mean anymore? Are they “middle class” jobs? Does it make any sense to think that today’s Walmart worker should attain comparable pay and benefits to, say, that of a General Motors worker in the 1950s?


McMillon has said that retail wages would probably go beyond $15 an hour in due time, and the federal wage floor—stuck at $7.25 since 2009—should be higher. “Do I think that the country should have been raising the federal minimum wage all along? Yes,” he said. “Do I think we should have a catch-up right now to some number and then index it going forward” to match inflation? “Yes. Please do that.” But McMillon also has advised that Congress should be careful to proceed at “the right pace” and take into account “geographic differences” and possible repercussions on small businesses.


Then again, why $15? Why is this presumed to be the right destination for tens of millions of low-paid workers around the country? The Service Employees International Union sparked the Fight for $15 movement back in 2012 with an initial strike by fast-food workers in New York City. But it isn’t 2012 anymore. The median sales price of a home in the United States is 84 percent more now than it was then. Employees are spending 40 percent more for family health coverage. The cost of a four-year college is up about 20 percent. Do the math and you’re compelled to ask: Shouldn’t it be the Fight for $18 or maybe the Fight for $27 at this point? Besides, even if the cost of living had somehow held steady, $15 an hour is equal to about $30,000 a year—and that’s for those able to cobble together enough work hours to be a full-time employee. Should aspiring to that threshold be seen in the richest country on Earth as a triumph or a travesty? (Some, with this perspective in mind, have started using the Twitter hashtag #Strivefor25, occasionally punctuated by #Fuck15.)


In early 2019, I traveled to Bentonville to make my case in person. Having taken shots at the company for so long, it felt more than a little odd to be walking through the doors of the Walmart Home Office.


“Did you ever think you’d be allowed inside here?” one of my hosts asked.


“Not alive,” I replied, only half-joking.


After several months of back-and-forth, Walmart gave me the green light on the book. The company would cooperate.


I am not naive. Some are going to dismiss anything good that I have to say about Walmart as a requital for the millions of dollars the company has given to my institute. And I get why they might be skeptical. Corporations open their checkbooks “not only to mold the nature of criticism and pressure,” as scholars Peter Dauvergne and Genevieve LeBaron have said, “but also to legitimize business growth” and “mute calls for stricter and more binding regulation.”


My friend Dorian Warren, a political scientist and community organizer, fought against Walmart as it endeavored to expand into New York City in 2011 only to get a phone call out of the blue from a public affairs executive at the company. After some small talk, Warren said, the official asked if he’d like Walmart to fund his research on low-paid workers—a proposition that Warren, then a professor at Columbia University, deemed “a clever but cynical ploy to buy me off a little.” He declined.


Many who have sought and accepted Walmart money for their organizations have done so with eyes wide open. Still, some can’t help but wonder if taking any corporate dollars might lead them to self-censor. “Are we not saying as much as we should be saying out of fear of losing that funding?” asked Molly Kinder, a fellow at the Brookings Institution. In the pandemic’s first year, Kinder castigated Walmart for not paying its frontline workers enough. “Companies like Walmart… have the means—and the moral imperative—to provide higher hourly hazard pay and raise wages permanently,” she wrote in December 2020. Yet in a former position, when she was raising money directly from Walmart, it would have been trickier to be so outspoken. The study she was leading, which delved into what technological disruption portended for the future of work and workers, was being underwritten by Walmart. “It’s subtle,” Kinder said. “It was not that anyone told me not to do it. I just found myself less willing to say the stuff that I should have been saying.”


As for myself, I can simply attest that I went into my examination of Walmart the same way I’ve always sized up a subject: with an open mind and a penchant for discerning the gray in things.


I sit shoulder to shoulder with progressive activists and union leaders on the boards of a farmworker trust and a publication called Capital & Main, which specializes in covering the scourge of income inequality. But I’ve also spent more time around business executives than many of my fellow travelers. At the Drucker Institute, where I was the founding executive director, we’ve held workshops and consulted with many big companies—Macy’s, eBay, Coca-Cola, Verizon, and others—to help them become more innovative and better-managed from a holistic and humanistic standpoint. I’ve steadfastly subscribed to the view that business can be a force for good in the world.


In many respects, the man for whom the institute is named—the late Peter Drucker—has become my role model. Drucker was dubbed a “business guru,” but he didn’t gravitate toward business because he was interested in the ins and outs of commerce. He saw himself as a “social ecologist,” intent on studying our “man-made environment the way the natural ecologist studies the biological environment.” What captivated him was “the fact that the large corporation” had by the 1940s “become America’s representative social institution.”


“Even the most private of private enterprises,” Drucker wrote in his 1954 landmark, The Practice of Management, “serves a social function.” Drucker was no bleeding heart, however. A company’s “first responsibility,” he counseled, was “to operate at a profit” so that it could assume its rightful place as “the wealth-creating and wealth-producing organ of our society.” But profit wasn’t the only thing, or even the main thing, that a company should center on.


It must, first and foremost, meet its customers’ needs, Drucker said, because it was “to supply the consumer that society entrusts wealth-producing resources to the business enterprise.” A company also had to do right by its workers, or it might breed “class hatred and class warfare,” which could well “make it impossible for the enterprise to operate at all.” In the end, wrote Drucker, “what is most important is that management realize that it must consider the impact of every business policy and business action upon society. It has to consider whether the action is likely to promote the public good, to advance the basic beliefs of our society, to contribute to its stability, strength, and harmony.”


As Drucker opined on the need to balance all of these responsibilities, he lived his life accordingly. Hanging side by side on a wall in his old house in Claremont, California—now a small private museum—are letters from two of Drucker’s consulting clients. One is from Jack Welch, from when he was the CEO of General Electric. The other is from Cesar Chavez, the head of the United Farm Workers.


Drucker had always walked comfortably in the sometimes-conflicting worlds of management and labor. As he dug into General Motors for his 1946 book Concept of the Corporation, Drucker counted both GM President Charlie Wilson and United Auto Workers President Walter Reuther as friends. That case study—which, as Drucker summed it up, showcased the “workers’ desire to be proud of their job and product” while entreating the company to “consider labor a resource rather than a cost”—left nobody happy. Most readers pigeonholed Concept of the Corporation as “strongly pro-GM and certainly pro-business,” Drucker said, while those at the company regarded it as “an attack… as hostile as any ever mounted by the left.” I love that. For the many years that I was a newspaper reporter, I reckoned that if I wrote about something contentious and vaguely pissed off both sides, I’d probably gotten it about right.


This isn’t a very popular posture nowadays. America sees most everything in black and white. People and institutions are either good or bad—period. To call out some of both is to risk being written off as wishy-washy and weak, to be sneered at for capitulation and triangulation.


Many have lamented the death of facts in our country. I contend that we’ve also been afflicted by something equally dire: the death of nuance. (Nuance, my wife likes to remind me, doesn’t get clicks.) “The world is messy,” Barack Obama, who had his own dance with Walmart, has cautioned us. “There are ambiguities. People who do really good stuff have flaws.” And there is this corollary: people and organizations that are deeply flawed sometimes do good stuff.


As to which of these framings would more accurately describe Walmart, I wasn’t prepared yet to say. In early 2020, I was just trying to figure out why, in lifting its lowest wages, Walmart had gone down a road it had never before chosen to tread.
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