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Face value From b:rd to great , i

I  ee \ (o i \sreppinSdos n having rer ived Wal.Marr '5\hare pr ice-andi t \ reputdt ion

n Nl\  ld\r  \p" '  I  \eFmpd In. ' .d. .n" lv Lt"h ,hdr IFF \ .v ' r \
\ , r  rersn. ' '  hr . te)-  JU\.utwdl  Vd'r  s J, ld"nd -  n.rn dN
appointment and against his wi1l. The world\ larSen rerarler was
suff€ringfiom slow,ng sales and ialling piolirs rn ils core Ameri
canmaikcr.Ils sharc prkc had lallen by nearlyon€ lhird from its
bigh in 19 99, an d a dass aclion surt liled by female workers, alleg.
ing synematic discriminarion, had reinfolced wal.Ma!t's r€pura-
non as rhe firm sensrtive Amerlcans loved ro hare. MrScotl was
flound ering, h is artempl lo rebrand wal Mait as an eco clusader
widely drsmrss€d as mere"greenwashing .

Yet such has been rhe fiansiormalion of walMait s lortunes
sincc then that thc announcement, on Novembe! 2Br, thar Mr
scoit would step down as chief executile at the end ofJanuary
was gr€eled wilh surprise.Nobody doubt€d that lhe d€cnion lo
go,at the!elat ivelytendera8eof 5g,wasentrrelyhsown.wher€
as mon other boss€s, esp€cially ol ietailers, are nruggling 

'nwhal is shapinS up lo b€ lhe harshen recession lor decader, Mr
Scoi t i t leaving on ahigh. Sale5 are expecled Iorne by some 8% in
this tinancialyeaL The firm\ share prne, ahhough down since
september, is nill about2o% higherthan atrhe srartofroo8.

The qedit crunch has been Mr sco(\ fri€nd. wealthier folk
whoused lo rurn up thetr noses al wal Marl now see rts "every
daylow pflces"in a new ljght.A stralegy ofreturbishingnoretlo
make th€m more templing lo disceming shoppe6, aDd expand
ing the rangc of producc to carer lo mole sophisticated tasres,
proved moie prercient rhan Mr scon could possibly have imag
ined. sure, shoppin8 at wal Mart will never olTer lhe same de
light as strolling in the wholesome oasis that is a whole foods
Market,  but  rn these l ime! 1t  is  mor€ lhan adequale,  especial ly
when you can buy the same oiganrc yoBuns tor up lo lor less.
which is why wal Man s populainy wlth h'gher income sbop
p€rs has never been grealer, and whole Foods' shars pricc has
plunged by aboutthree quartersthis year

cood rimeshad adually beenthe wo6t oftim€s fo!Mrscott,
who was boln in (ansas,toined wal Mart in 1979 and was soon
heading ils all.impo anl logistics arm. He work€d dosely with
the lirm s found€r, Sam Walton, befoie becofting only ils thnd
boss in rooo. He found himselfgrapplinB wjlh a shift in consum
e6 demand, asrhey tuined increalnglylo les basicnvah such

as wholc Foods a.d Targct. Hc rcspons. s.cm.d muddl€d arhe
hned marletin8 people whose lavish approach to busin€ss
dash€d with the austere cultur€ buih by old man walton, and
drifred away from the obsessivefocusonddvingdown costs and
pr icestharhadmadethef i rmgreat. lDlate2oo6Mrscottdecided
to rerurn tb€ lirm to (s low con roors. As a resulr, Wal Man was
perfedly plac€d when rhe economv staned ro slow, and price
moved lo lhe top of lhc consunera8cnda.

Mrscott s early yeals werc also dogged by inoeasingly ctrec
live allacks on wal.Mart s employment policies, notably its op.
position to rrads unions:the supposedlylousy pay and henetits
of its r5m employees, whom it calls associaies 'i and its aggles
sive store op€nin8 programme, which crilics complained dlove
many small€rretailers oul ofbusjn€ss.In 20o5 Mr Scolt decrded
ro fightback, hiling an army of public relalions expens to pornt
oul tbe many benefit! ro sociely prov,ded by Wal Man. At 6r!t
thls wat i€cerved sc.pticallta but lhrngs startcd to change latei
lhal year aflerthe company\ impresive response to Hunicane
Katrina, during which n delivered necessities ro residenlsof New
orleans farmore eflectively than thetovernmenr did.

Tbis seems to h ave lrlggered !omethr ng of an epipha ny in M r
Scott, a straight talker who hltheno had seemed more parlaal to
sarcasm rhan tree huggrng."whar would il lak€ for wal Mart ro
be thal  cofrpany, ar ourb€sr,al1ther i tue? h€ a 5ked, condu dlng
that in racklinB envnonmenlal probl.ms i. pankular thcrc was
an opporluDity to make the very thinBs people (iticise us lor-
our size and reach" inro a truste d friend and ally ro all. ' rhis $'as
not fundamentally an altruistic deci$on, but rather a chance to
hi l  back arwal ManS cr i l icsand make money,whrls l  a lso doing
good. The him starre d selli ng envi ronmentally fncndly pro duds
such aslow en€igyl ighr bulbs,  reduced 1is ut .  of  wasr. fu l  pack
aglng and said n would swilch to r.ncwablc cncrgy allthings
that could boosr wal t{art s b ottom line.

The greening of Benlonville
A growinS number ofeco wadors have becom€ convinc€d (hal
the f i rmis s inc€r€,  and lhat i ls  5cale glves i l  rhe pot€nr ia l lo have a
hugely p osiive cffect on th e cnvi ronmenr. ()n November 19rh, at
a conference o. corponte citizenship hostcd by Ihe Ecohorlisl
Jeilrcy Hollendca thc bos of seventh cenerarion, a green house
hold producrs6rm, saidthat afterthree yea6 of exhaunive talks
he hadjust  hf ted a sel f  jnpos€d ban on sel l ing his poducc at
walMan because, desprle having "a huge negarjve loorprinf,
wal Man ,s now unambjgr.rously 'on I h e righl liaj€ clory .

some ciitics say Mr scort is srcpping down beibre (longress
makes il easyforunionslo be formed al companies, such as wal
Mart, thal prohibitthem. Perhaps a more union fiiendly boss is
needed to navigate the choppy waters ahead. That said, Mr Scotl
to ldarecenrgarher inSof rooosuppl iersrnChrnalhatrhenf i rms
would be held to hlgh sran da rds on laboui praclrccs. Hc has aho
slruck upa usefulwoiking ielalionship wilh Andrcwstcrn, prcs
ldenrol ihesuu,ablgu. ion, locampaignforbeal th carcrcform
in Am€rica.In the €nd. the likclicst reason why Mr scortis step
ping down is timinS. wal.Mart's performance and repulation
have nev€rb€en betler, andthere is litde forhimtogarn by my.
ing on.The cultu!e is transfo!medi the stategy$ in placeihis rep
uration glows.lfthe recession prov€s deep enough ro prompl us
customer5 1o nake lurther culba cks, wal Mart may yer hnd ils.ll
grabblng a bigger slice oi a fasl shiinking cake. But Mr Scolt is
leavingrhar potenrial problem to Mikc Duke. hissucccssor. r


