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In the economic game of “survival of the fittest”, those lacking dominant traits are often beat out by their superior counterparts. In Richard Florida’s The Rise of the Creative Class he touches on just what differentiates flourishing regions and those areas that are less than thriving. Referred to as the 3T’s, Florida’s theory finds that talent, technology, and tolerance are crucial ingredients in already and future prosperous cities (Florida, 2003). When sufficient brainpower and intellect is paired with the most cutting edge resources under an accepting, open environment, the result is economic growth. If these are indeed the predecessors of growth then Sam Walton, founder of the world’s largest retailer Wal-Mart must be one creative visionary. The company has taken these necessary steps to make its “Wal-Mart Nation” an economic giant in countless marketplaces.  Wal-Mart’s stronghold on the economic arena demonstrates how creativity, and maybe more importantly, technology, pushed their store into the forefront of American business. Often noted for its superior logistics, distribution, and inventory control, Wal-Mart sets itself apart from its competitors. Wal-Mart faces the obstacles of demand and inventory by centering its stores on distribution centers at a maximum distance of a day’s worth of travel. Their use of computer and communication systems allows them to respond to customer demand easily, as well as restock shelves whenever necessary. In addition, their ability to capitalize on economies of scale saves their company a tremendous amount, giving them the edge over their smaller competitors. However, Wal-Mart also poses an advantage over their “big-box” competitors, as well. Graff (2006) finds that Wal-Mart’s strategy of targeting the blue-collar segment and focusing location away from metropolitan areas has distinguished them from the pack. Instead, they attempt to locate in small towns where population growth is on the rise and projected growth is strong. After a distribution center is put into place, stores are implemented to surround it until the area is saturated.


Wal-Mart entry has a profound effect on the nature of a local marketplace. Wal-Mart’s “every-day low prices” threaten smaller retail businesses that offer similar goods at higher prices.  Customers wanting to attain the most purchasing power for their money opt to shop at Wal-Mart, leaving other businesses with decreased traffic. In the face of competition, these establishments are often forced to lower prices to rival those offered at Wal-Mart (Basker, 2005). Furthermore, more cutbacks are taken by local businesses while trying to stay afloat. Hausman and Leibtag (2005) find that employees of these small shops suffer the most as their wages are decreased and benefits are eliminated in order to lower costs. However, in some cases these measures are insufficient and businesses have no other choice than to fire workers.  Basker (2005) touches on Wal-Mart’s effect on employment, maintaining that a new Wal-Mart initially increases employment for a small amount of time, which is then followed by a period of declining number of jobs in the area. This decline is attributed to the disappearance of smaller stores and Wal-Mart’s superior technological practices. Neumark, Zhang and Ciccarella (2006) take this research one step further, finding that with the creation a new Wal-Mart, every new worker replaces 1.5 retail workers, specifically employees of “mom and pop stores.”


Possibly the most harmful effect of the introduction of a new Wal-Mart remains to be the inevitable driving out of smaller businesses. Mom and pop shops unable to compete with Wal-Mart are forced to leave their industries, leaving communities without valuable economic resources, and community members without incomes for their homes. Goetz and Swaminathan (2006) argue that the end of these specialty shops forces workers to settle for the lower wages and fewer work hours offered by Wal-Mart. As a result community members that were previously financially safe find themselves below the poverty line. However, Goetz and Swaminathan do contest that these individuals experience more purchasing power than expected under poverty due to Wal-Mart’s product assortment and low prices. Yet Wal-Mart’s effect reaches even further than these smaller shops since the suppliers and supporting industries of these businesses also feel the weight of this superpower. As stores close and opportunities diminish, businesses and professionals of supporting service industries such as lawyers, accountants, and bankers that have no choice but to leave these areas in search for new work. These individuals are often the leaders and educated elite of their societies and contribute more than just revenue to their companies. As they exit communities they take with them what is referred to as social capital or the connections and networks that promote the leadership and entrepreneurial skill that allow areas to grow and thrive (Goetz and Rupasingha, 2006). Its these cultural and economic links that lead to expansion and progress within communities and without these trendsetters to lead the way innovation is brought to a standstill and economic growth becomes stagnate. 


Starting out in the little town of Rogers, Arkansas in 1962, it is hard to believe that such a pioneer effort became the phenomenon it is today. However as the chain saturated the southern United States, it set its sights on populating the rest of the country as well. Wal-Mart can now be found in all 50 states and has even developed an international presence as well. With sales in the billions of dollars, it has established itself without question as the world’s largest retailer. It also possesses an overwhelming presence in the state of New York with forty-five discount stores, forty-three supercenters, and four distribution centers. As of February 2007, Wal-Mart employs a whopping 35,052 at an average of $10.76 per hour (Wal-Mart Foundation).  Store #1835 marked Binghamton’s admittance into the Wal-Mart club as its doors opened in September of 1992. Sprawling over 208,000 sq. feet, this supercenter employs approximately 700 Southern Tier citizens.  


However to some Binghamton residents, Wal-Mart hurts the community more than it contributes. With Wal-Mart’s arrival came a great deal of change within the Binghamton community. Within three years of its entry, residents saw a decline in nonfarm employment as well as private non-farm business establishments (State Metropolitan Area Data Book, 5th Ed.).  The media has often focused on Wal-Mart’s low wages and tendency to hire people for part-time positions as drawbacks of working for the big-box retailer. However one of Wal-Mart’s most damaging policies is its strict stance on non-unionization (Hausman and Leibtag, 2005). This policy hinders employees from uniting in order to pursue better working conditions, and therefore leaves them powerless. Unions also serve as a source of social capital as workers act together and form the relationships in order to improve the standard of living in the Binghamton area (Banks and Metzgar, 2005). Wal-Mart’s choice to inhibit their employees’ ability to act as one disempowers workers making them vulnerable to exploitation and giving Wal-Mart even more power within the marketplace. 


The supercenter also boasts numerous services that rival those already present within the area. The enormous food center and pharmacy steal valuable customers away from local supermarkets and drugstores, driving their business down and threatening their livelihoods. As a result Wal-Mart has become the largest supermarket chain in the United States. Furthermore, on-site optometrists, hair and nail salons, and photo centers succeed in mimicking local mom and pop stores that have long standing histories in the Binghamton area (Spiewak, 2004). This loss of daily interaction within the community puts a damper on not only financial happenings but local social tone as well.  Along with these long-lasting businesses, individuals wishing to start up companies are often hesitant to take action due to the unwanted, seemingly unfair competition. These individuals include students as well as professionals that could dramatically contribute to the degree of social capital within the area. However, as they begin to leave in search for better economic opportunity, the area suffers and the currently exhibited trend of “brain drain” only becomes more extensive. These new businesses are pertinent to the region, as they do not only generate revenue but innovation within the community. Spiewak also maintains that Wal-Mart’s presence not only influences the community economically but also environmentally. Wal-Mart’s low prices while appealing, promote wasteful behavior on the part of the consumer. Individuals are prompted to purchase a larger amount than necessary of a product and as a result over consume. These actions though seemingly positive economically can place stress on the environment and as well as resources. 


However, this is not to say that Wal-Mart is without its benefits to the community. Famous for its convenience, the super giant remains to be a dependable business to the Greater Binghamton area. Its twenty-four hour a day operation offers customers one-stop shopping with access to an almost unbeatable product assortment and prices. While critics may criticize Wal-Mart for its dramatically low prices it should be noted that this condition suits Binghamton to an extent. With a great portion of the population fixed at a low income, these prices aid in numbing the threshold of poverty (U.S. Census Bureau, 2000). In addition, these price points drive down the average price of goods in the community, giving low-income families more purchasing power for their money. Wal-Mart’s presence also creates a great deal of customer pull within the region as their ability to attract consumers benefits surrounding businesses without any exertion of resources. In particular, restaurants are found to benefit from this increase in customer traffic resulting in increasing employment in the food service industry (Hausman and Leibtag, 2005). This applies to restaurants within Wal-Mart vicinity including TGIF, Uno’s Pizzeria, and Taco Bell.  Despite the ill-effect Wal-Mart may possess on countywide employment, it still boasts an immense employment roster. Furthermore, Wal-Mart taps into two of Binghamton’s most abundantly populated groups when seeking workers, students and the elderly. With the region’s aging population only growing, the company proudly utilizes these individuals whereas many other employers opt to hire middle-aged professionals. On the other side, Wal-Mart offers employment to students who desire work experience or need supplemental income while attending school. It is clear that Wal-Mart has contributed greatly to the productivity of the Greater Binghamton area.  


Finally, Wal-Mart’s incredible track record for exemplary community service cannot be ignored when looking for the company’s positive attributes. Not only does the store donate money directly from its revenue but it also sponsors events and raises awareness to get local customers and employees involved in their own community and contribute to social causes. Wal-Mart’s contributions in 2006 total over eleven million dollars (Wal-Mart Foundation). Specifically in Binghamton, Wal-Mart supports numerous local causes and organizations in order to benefit the community at large through their “Giving, Helping, Doing” campaign. These acts of kindness are recorded and displayed proudly in the customer service department of the Vestal Wal-Mart. Most recently, Wal-Mart took part in disaster relief after the flood that Binghamton experienced this summer (City of Binghamton). Wal-Mart contributed by donating supplies to aid with the clean-up effort including boxes of bleach, rubber gloves, disinfectants as well as other necessary items. Wal-Mart cooperation assisted in the quick response the area employed in order to protect the members of this community. Also Wal-Mart plays an important role in the American Cancer Society’s Relay for Life. This Binghamton University campus event honors cancer survivors, raises awareness, as well as funds for cancer research. Wal-Mart does its part to publicize the event, donates to the cause, and even takes part by having employees participate in the event on their very own corporate team. This may seem to benefit the company’s image more than the Greater Binghamton area, but in reality their contributions represent Binghamton just as much as the corporation. Wal-Mart efforts to create a more positive community for the residents living in the Southern Tier push the area forward dismissing the idea Wal-Mart solely harms Binghamton. 


Beyond all the media scrutiny, criticism, praise and fame Wal-Mart has received since its conception forty-five years ago, it’s obvious that the company’s influence on the Binghamton community is not as clear-cut as people assume. Instead we find a grey area where the big-box retailer contributes both positively and negatively to the region. While many residents and business owners wish to see the supermarket leave Vestal Parkway, it’s clear that the community would lose out on a great deal in its absence. Instead, citizens of Binghamton should aim to take the proper precautions and actions to overcome the wrath of the overwhelming power of Wal-Mart. While Wal-Mart does possess superior qualities to other business entities, it is not by all means a perfect company. Businesses within the Southern Tier should aim to capitalize on these faults in order to attract customers to their locations. Emphasis should be placed on aspects where Wal-Mart may lack in, including service quality. Local businesses must push to stress their customer service, to bring in consumers that value one-on-one service and expert opinions when making important purchasing decisions. Furthermore other factors that may deter customers including long checkout lines may provoke customers to turn to smaller entities as long as they provide an alternative. 


An important weakness Wal-Mart has exposed itself to has been the elimination of layaway department in their store locations. They claim that this form of payment has lost demand as consumers continue to grow in a culture of instant gratification. Instead Wal-Mart has chosen to place more emphasis on gift cards and credit card payment. However layaway service can play an important role in the Binghamton economy as it appeals to two large demographics of the area, students and the elderly. Layaway offers an option to low income consumers who wish to purchase goods without putting down the entire amount at the initial time of sale. Not only does this plan aid customers in obtaining the products they need but it also assists stores in moving merchandise. Stores in downtown Binghamton that still offer the layaway service including Boscov’s Inc. can enjoy the revenue of customers who still feel the need for such a plan (Mui, 2006). This is just one way that smaller mom and pop stores can differentiate themselves from big-box retailers. Most of all however, it is crucial for the businesses of Binghamton to find their own niche within the marketplace. Although Wal-Mart does offer a tremendous amount of product assortment, other stores can still find ways to specialize and offer more in-depth service to customers. In particular, efforts to create more businesses to satisfy the different ethnic and religious groups of the Binghamton area might prove profitable, if they can provide products that Wal-Mart overlooks or offer better quality merchandise. Moreover, products that Wal-Mart cannot influence greatly when it comes to price including clothing should be the focus of small business owners (Basker, 2005). Not only can these stores attract consumers by offering more choices or varying qualities of apparel but they can also set their own price points for their merchandise without fearing the intense competition of Wal-Mart. Stores can also attempt to gain customer loyalty by creating membership programs that instill incentives for customers to return. Incentives can include special mailings, sales, and discounts for these special customers that can often beat even Wal-Mart’s low prices (Basker, 2005). 


Fighting Wal-Mart does not have to be an individual effort. In fact, if businesses wish to succeed against this super giant, they must align together and combine their efforts to effectively battle for their portion of the market share. By offering mutual exclusives and joint deals, businesses can attract regular Wal-Mart customers to go beyond their comfort zone and try their establishments. Partnerships can also be established with the University to achieve the same effect. The introduction of Binghamton University BUC$ Debit Card to the Greater Binghamton area is one example of this kind of mutual relationship that will draw new consumers to small shops and hopefully bring more business to the area. 


With Binghamton’s intention of economic expansion and modernization, Wal-Mart may pose more of a threat than an asset to the region’s success.  Although this clashing of small local businesses and the retail giant seems inevitable, it is possible for both entities to coexist. Instead of focusing on the drawbacks of the existence of Wal-Mart, community leaders, business owners, and workers should attempt to use the super giant’s presence to their advantage.  Wal-Mart’s competitive performance actually forces both new and existing businesses to truly find their niche within the economic arena in order to survive, creating more specialization within the area and weeding out unnecessary entities. This works both ways as Wal-Mart must always strive to be better as it faces a great deal of opposition within the retail community. It is clear that both opponents push each other to perform to the best of their ability and resulting in more efficient, innovative commerce for the Binghamton community. Additionally, Wal-Mart motivates local businesses to work more resourcefully and focus more on the individual, in order to effectively compete with the big-box retailer. This dedication and concentration to offering unique goods and services renders these local shops as perfect candidates for consumers who are specific and particular in their market purchases. By producing just what the consumer needs, businesses will see more customer traffic and more importantly more revenue. However if businesses chose to abandon all strategy they are sure to suffer the consequences under Wal-Mart’s shadow. Wal-Mart though often viewed as a vicious opponent, under the right leadership can serve as a worthy adversary that can function to only make surrounding businesses better. 
