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After nineteen years of “Always low prices,” Wal-Mart has changed its slogan to “Save Money. Live Better” (“Wal-Mart’s ad slogan”, 2007). This idea seems very appealing to America’s public, but one has to question how true the statement really is. Wal-Mart is often criticized in the corporate world for its policy on employee healthcare insurance. Shoppers often don’t think about this situation and are not aware of how hard it is for the employees to provide health insurance for themselves and their families. Consumers do not realize that the money they save on products due to Wal-Mart’s low costs is being spent on employees’ health benefits through taxes (“Wal-Martization”). It is another “high cost” passed to the public to make the “low prices” possible (Five Stones, 2007). Is Wal-Mart morally obligated to do more than it already does to better employee healthcare benefits or are they justified in their desire to maximize profits? I believe Wal-Mart should realize its moral obligation to take care of the wellbeing of its employees by providing a better and more affordable healthcare policy. 

Wal-Mart Corporation, which was named the world’s largest corporation by the Fortune Global 500 in the year 2007 (Fortune Global, 2007), employs over 1.3 million people in the United States alone (Five Stones, 2007). In 2006, it was reported that only 43% of Wal-Mart’s employees were covered by the company’s healthcare plan (“Wal-Martization”). Wal-Mart’s employee coverage falls short of the national average.  The average large company in America covers 66% of their employees in their insurance plans (Five Stones, 2007). Wal-Mart’s healthcare plan also falls short of the national average of premiums it covers. Wal-Mart covers only 52% of the premiums while its competitors cover between 66 and 80% of their insurance premium costs (2007). The average company spending is $5,600.00 per year, per employee. Wal-Mart spends only $3,500.00 per employee in a year’s time (“Wal-Mart and health care”). In 2004, Wal-Mart’s contribution towards worker healthcare benefits amounted to only 77 cents an hour (“Wal-Mart and health care”). According to the company’s records of that same year, Wal-Mart contributed only half a percent compared to its sales (“Wal-Martization”). Also in the year 2004, Wal-Mart spent over 400 million dollars more in advertising than in 2003, but it only increased its healthcare budget by 100 million dollars (“Wal-Mart and healthcare”). Most companies pride themselves on providing well for their employees’ and employees’ families’ healthcare benefits. With these astonishing facts one can only help but wonder if Wal-Mart is concerned about its employees’ healthcare at all.

The Wal-Mart Corporation should look at this situation from the broader, stakeholder view of corporate responsibility. If it did, it would realize it is obligated to consider things other than just company profits. Corporations have a responsibility to look into the best interest of their employees as well as the surrounding community and anyone who may be affected by their actions (Shaw & Barry, 2007, p. 215). Wal-Mart possesses so much power throughout America that it appears morally wrong for them not to address this problem in a more employee-orientated manner. Wal-Mart employees work for the largest, most profitable corporation in the nation, they should be entitled to receive better benefits at a more affordable rate, which the company could make possible if it so chose. Currently, Wal-Mart employees are put in quite a predicament when it comes to heath insurance. Many of the employees are considered “part time” (anyone working less than 34 hours per week) (“Wal-Mart and health care”), and because of this status, are unable to become eligible for the company healthcare plan until after working over one year (“Wal-Martization”). Another drawback of part time employment is that even after being eligible for health insurance, workers are only able to take out a single coverage policy regardless of whether they are the caregiver of a family (“Wal-Mart and health care”). Full time employees are forced to wait six months before they may become eligible for the insurance, which is twice as long as the national average waiting period of retail industries (“Wal-Mart and healthcare”). The company claims that its healthcare plan is affordable, but in truth, employees have to save between 20 and 40 percent of their income in order to pay the policy premiums and deductibles (which are higher than many other insurance policies), this does not include other healthcare related costs which are not included in the company plan (“Wal-Mart and health care”). Average deductibles in the company insurance range from $1,000.00 to $3,000.00 (“Wal-Martization”) and premium costs are steadily increasing. The inflation of medical care in the United States has only increased 50% over the past 15 years; this does not explain why Wal-Mart insurance premiums have risen over 200% during this same time period (“Wal-Martization”). In addition to these high fees, the policy requires additional charges such as co-pays for doctor’s visits and pharmaceutical needs as well as ambulance services and emergency room visits (Five Stones, 2007). All of these charges make it nearly impossible for Wal-Mart to claim it offers an “affordable” healthcare plan for its employees.  

All of these alleged injustices Wal-Mart employees are faced with make it hard to perceive what the company is doing as morally acceptable. However, under Friedman’s narrow view of corporate responsibility, Wal-Mart would not be considered wronging its employees. Friedman’s view believes that a company’s only obligation is to maximize profits, while staying within the “rules of the game” (Shaw & Barry, 2007, p. 214). By law, Wal-Mart is not forced to provide its employees with great, affordable benefits. As a large corporation, a healthcare plan is provided; there is no set outline of which benefits should be included in the company policy. If Wal-Mart changed its policy and paid more for the insurance (which could cut some of the costs the employees are to pay), it would be cutting into the company’s profits. Friedman would be against this as it contradicts the focal point of his view. I believe he would say Wal-Mart should stick to the plan they have now which maximizes profits and makes it possible for them to keep product prices relatively low. The low-priced products attract customers to Wal-Mart, so it is in the company’s best interest to continue satisfying the customers, even at the expense of the employees.

Although Friedman’s view offers a good argument, I still believe Wal-Mart should follow the broader view of responsibility. I believe if Wal-Mart expects its workers to be loyal to and sacrifice for the company, that the company should be more compassionate and accommodating towards its employees. It’s hard to imagine a world where everyone would be pleased; we all must make sacrifices for the greater good. I don’t think it would hurt Wal-Mart’s profits by a recordable amount if they altered their healthcare plan to make it more affordable for the employees. In my opinion, Wal-Mart will always make exceptionally high profits; consumers might even admire Wal-Mart’s selflessness if it changed its program and would be more enticed to shop there. Customers should always be very important to a company, but I believe Wal-Mart should realize that its employees are also faithful customers. This fact should make the employees twice as valuable in Wal-Mart’s eyes. I believe the employees have just as much of a right to “save more” and “live better” as any of the other customers. Lowering their healthcare costs would be a great way to establish just that.
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