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Executive Summary

Wal-Mart’s Sustainability Initiative may single-handedly transform the environmental movement and the way business operates, suppliers manufacture, consumers use and dispose of products.  Challenging the business-as-usual approach, Wal-Mart’s recent embrace of sustainability represents a key shift in the company: a shift towards eco-efficiency to derive economic benefits from improved environmental conditions.  This shift manifests in a complex initiative that stretches deep into the operations, management, and strategy of the firm.  

In this thesis I ask, what are the necessary ingredients for a successful corporate sustainability initiative?  I answer this question by examining the conceptualization and implementation of three disparate but successful Wal-Mart sustainability projects: concentrated laundry detergent, compact fluorescent light bulbs, and fleet fuel efficiency.  Comparing these initiatives, I identify both the process by which Wal-Mart seized previously untapped eco-efficiency opportunities and the common elements across the initiatives that appear requisite and helpful for success.  

The supporting evidence for this research rests almost entirely on interviews.  Thirty semi-structured interviews were conducted, and interview subjects include those at the heart of the Wal-Mart Sustainability Initiative, including executives and managers internal to Wal-Mart, as well as external consultants and suppliers.  Research design is a most different system design, in combination with narrative analysis and ordinal comparison.  

Looking across the cases comparatively, I find nine elements that, when put in a tiered framework, create a template for the company’s future sustainability efforts.  The first tier of seven elements are those that appear requisite for success and include supplier involvement, self-reinforcing benefits, a pre-existing Wal-Mart interest, explicit Chief Executive Officer support, transformative agenda yet specific project parameters, clear goals, and the ability to overcome consumer behavior patterns.  The second tier includes two additional shared elements that may be considered helpful, but not necessary, in an initiative and these are previous supplier experience with a similar project and pre-existing supplier relationship with sustainability.  

