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An Analysis of Wal-Mart’s Sustainability Efforts

As the largest private employer in the United States, Wal-Mart commands attention.  I don’t read it as megalomaniacal when the company asserts, “The scope and scale of our business presents great potential to effect positive change.  We see opportunities to influence our own operations, while also leading change in the business world at large” (from their “Environment” page at http://walmartstores.com/GlobalWMStoresWeb/navigate.do?catg=217).  My initial reaction is to call up memories of the company’s well-publicized problems with discrimination, strong-arm tactics with suppliers, and anti-labor positions, and write off this sustainability initiative as a public relations smokescreen.  And of course, it may be just that.  But because of its overwhelming size, any truly effective sustainability measures Wal-Mart adopts (and mistakes made along the way) will almost certainly have significant ripple effects around the world.  An investigation into the claims being made, their scientific veracity and probable rhetorical impacts, could support generalizable conclusions about the status quo of the sustainability conversation in American business and the prospects for future directions that conversation might take.

This project would require in-depth analysis of the company’s published statements regarding its sustainability initiatives, with a dual focus on rhetorical analysis and investigation of science-based claims.  Additionally, we would need to do a review of secondary literature regarding Wal-Mart’s business practices in general and its sustainability initiatives in particular.  We might even want to do some fieldwork by visiting stores in Moscow and Lewiston to look for evidence to support or refute the company’s claims.

I’m working on my Ph.D. in Rhetoric and Composition.  Although my emphasis is on composition pedagogy, I do have experience with rhetorical analyses as seminar projects.  As a writing teacher, I also have a fairly well-developed proofreading eye.  Folks with business backgrounds and/or training as scientists would be important members of the team taking on this project.  Familiarity with human subjects ethical research protocol would be a plus if we decide to try to interview Wal-Mart employees and/or shoppers as part of our fieldwork.

In addition to a more nuanced understanding of corporate America’s current approach to sustainability, team members may gain a new perspective on the nation’s second largest employer (trailing only the federal government, but perhaps not for long).  Special bonuses would likely include field trips to visit Wal-Mart and the attendant possibility of making valuable contacts with our future employers.

I know this proposal doesn’t present many obvious points of connection for scientists.  I’m not wedded to this project’s proposed design and would welcome discussion about alternative directions we might take it in.  We can talk in class, but in the meantime, please feel free to email questions and comments to jjanthony@wsu.edu.  Thanks for reading.
