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Philanthropy of Washington, D.C.
The foundation, which was formed

in 1979, has had a consistent history of
giving back to the community, said
Brad Fisher, director of corporate giv-
ing for Wal-Mart Stores. “The growth
of our giving back through the founda-
tion … really parallels the growth of
the company,” Fisher said. “As the
company has had the good fortune to
grow, we have also had the good for-
tune to grow. We also had the good for-
tune to be able to give more back to the
communities that we serve.”

The dispensing of millions of dollars in
charity is a shift from the days when Wal-
Mart founder Sam Walton ran the com-
pany. While he did give away money, he
opposed corporate philanthropy.  

Some wonder if the massive dona-
tions have improved Wal-Mart’s image. 

“Wal-Mart is already the No. 1 giver
of actual money of corporations in
America to charities, and yet they have
a whole set of public image problems
that relate to how they treat workers,
how they treat communities,” said
Charles Fishman, senior writer at Fast
Company magazine and author of
“The Wal-Mart Effect.” 

“It is good that Wal-Mart gives
money to local charities. There’s no
denying that that is positive, especially
for those local communities, but chang-
ing their charitable strategy isn’t really
how they are going to change the pub-
lic perception of them.”

The donations do buy Wal-Mart
some good marketing that could
encourage people to shop with them,
said Jeff Krehely, deputy director of the
NCRP. And the donations might
improve the image of Wal-Mart, whose
arrival has been resisted in communi-
ties from New York to California.  

“It’s hard to calculate what value
you get from that philanthropy, but I’m
guessing a corporation that is that
savvy with squeezing every penny, they
know they’re getting something for
that money. Otherwise I don’t know
why they would do it,” Krehely said. 

Fishman said Wal-Mart needs to start
working on its labor practices if it wants
to change people’s attitude toward it. 

“It’s not just about writing a bigger
check,” he said. 

Sam’s Day
Walton said in his autobiography,

“Sam Walton: Made in America,” that
he had never been inclined to give an
undeserving stranger a free ride.

“We will never change our minds
about that,” Walton said in his book.
“Nor do we believe that because we
have money, we should be called upon
to solve every personal problem that
comes to our attention, every problem
of the community, the state, or, for that
matter, the country.”

But he said that he did believe in
worthy causes and would lend a finan-
cial hand to help. 

“Most of the giving we have done
has been either anonymously, or linked
to strict requests for no publicity,” he
said. “We are devout believers in the
Wal-Mart way of doing things, and we
want some basis by which to measure
our investment.  … Some people have
crowed a great deal about all their phil-
anthropy over the years, but too many
of these foundations, I suspect, were
only begun as tax shelters without
much real sense of purpose.”

Walton said he didn’t believe that
the shareholders or customers should
be asked to support the charities that
the officers of Wal-Mart prefer. 

“We feel very strongly that Wal-
Mart really is not, and should not be in
the charity business,” he wrote. “We
don’t believe in taking a lot of money
out of Wal-Mart’s cash registers and
giving it to charity for the simple reason
that any debit has to be passed along to
somebody — either our shareholders
or our customers.”

Fisher, the Wal-Mart Foundation
director, said he thought that comment
was taken out of context and Walton
was supportive of donating to chari-
ties. 

But Nobel Prize-winning economist
Milton Friedman has expressed a simi-
lar view to Walton’s on corporate phil-
anthropy. He said publicly traded com-
panies shouldn’t give their profits to
charity, as they have an obligation to
their shareholders.

Fishman, the author of “The Wal-
Mart Effect,” agreed. He said doling
money out to charity isn’t a profit-max-
imizing strategy.

“My argument is … whoever has
the obligation to make sure people in
need get their needs served, it’s not
Cisco Systems, it’s not IBM,” Fishman
said.

Fourteen years after Walton’s death,
Wal-Mart touts its
corporate giving.

“We believe
each Wal-Mart
store, Sam’s Club
and distribution
center has a
responsibility to
contribute to the
well being of the local community,”
according to Wal-Mart’s Web site.
“The typical Supercenter raises or
gives $30,000 to $50,000 a year to
local charitable needs ranging from
youth programs to literacy coun-
cils.”

In a statement on the company Web
site, Wal-Mart CEO Lee Scott Jr. said

the retailer has a commitment to be a
responsible citizen: “Responsible citi-
zenship means that we contribute to
the charities and organizations in our
communities.” 

Fisher said for years Wal-Mart has
been quiet about its giving. 

“I think the company has always
had a philosophy of taking care of our
customers, taking care of our associ-
ates, taking care of our community,”
Fisher said. “And not as much a focus
perhaps on talking about or telling our
story.”

He said that was because Wal-Mart
was a smaller company up until the
1990s. 

“[We] grew rapidly in the 1990s, so
we’ve had to adapt our giving and how
we tell our story,” Fisher said.

Benefits of Giving
Corporate philanthropy programs

serve as a vital link between a business
and its community, according to
Charles Moore, executive director of
the Committee to Encourage Corp-
orate Philanthropy. In an e-mail to
Arkansas Business, he said corporate
philanthropy improves the quality of
life of recipients while the corporate
campaigns broaden the awareness of
social issues.

Donations from major corpora-
tions strengthen a nonprofit organiza-
tion’s reputation and brand. And the
corporation sees its customer and sup-
plier relationships improve while
building new business opportunities,
he said.

“Somewhere between altruism and
greed, corporate philanthropy has
become an integral part of a corpora-
tion’s business plan,” NCRP said in its
report.

In 2005, corporate donations to
charities grew by an unprecedented
22.5 percent to hit $13.77 billion,
according to a June 19 Giving USA
news release.

“The high level of corporate giving
is explained in part by two years of
very strong growth in gross domestic
product and by growth in corporate
profits before taxes,” George Ruotolo
Jr., chairman of the Giving Institute,
said in a news release. “It also shows
companies’ exceptional response to dis-
asters worldwide in 2005.”

Krehely, of the NCRP, said making
donations can help a corporation’s
image.

Giving to Communities
The Wal-Mart Foundation hands

about 90 percent of its money to its
local stores, which then award more
than 100,000 separate grants a year.
The grants may be as little as $25, but
the average is $1,000.

“By giving directly to local commu-
nities, Wal-Mart creates the perception
that it is part of the community, rather
than a large, impersonal corporation
that could be doing more harm than
good,” the NCRP report said.

The store managers also have little
leeway in their grant-making, the
report said.

Fisher said the stores just can’t hand
money to any organization. It has to be
a nonprofit, and there are guidelines for
awarding the grants. 

“We do review all grant requests
that come through, but the decisions
who receives those [grants] are made
on the local level,” Fisher said. 

Wal-Mart already does a significant
public service simply by building
Supercenters or Neighborhood Markets
in areas that previously haven’t had
Wal-Mart grocery stores, said author
Fishman. 

“It lowers grocery prices 15 percent.
That’s seven weeks of free groceries a
year in every new grocery market they
enter,” Fishman said. “That’s a pretty
important act of economic generosity
right there for people living on modest
incomes. That, to me, is Wal-Mart’s
real power for consumers.”

One of Wal-Mart’s recent philan-
thropic highlights was its response to
hurricanes Katrina and Rita. Wal-Mart
provided more than $3.5 million in
merchandise and in-kind donations to
the relief effort. 

It also provided $14.5 million in
cash to more than 20,000 affected

associates. And
Wal-Mart helped
the hurricane relief
effort with $18
million in cash
donations, and an
additional $8.5
million was raised
in its stores.

“During this time, we were asked by
governments, relief agencies and com-
munities to help,” Scott said in an
October 2005 statement included in
the company’s 2006 annual report.
“And look what happened. We were
showered with gratitude, kindness, and
acknowledgements. This WAS Wal-
Mart at its best.”                             ■

Wal-Mart: Foundation
Is No. 1 Donor of Cash
(Continued From Page 1)

CORPORATE GIVING

1998 1999 2000 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005*
Amount $65,694,492 $62,964,540 $73,301,122 $82,415,907 $100,998,323 $119,801,389 $170,000,000 $200,000,000

Source: National Committee for Responsive Philanthropy
*Exact figures for 2005 were unavailable last week, but the Wal-Mart Foundation said it was more than $200 million. 

Wal-Mart Foundation Grant Totals

“Responsible citizenship means that we contribute to the
charities and organizations in our communities.”

— Lee Scott Jr.,
Wal-Mart CEO
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