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Wal-Mart and County-Wide Poverty

Abstract

Wal-Mart has created tremendous economic benefits for consumers by providing more choices
at lower prices, especially in communities that had only local retail monopolies prior to the
chain‘s arrival. Yet no retailer evokes stronger negative emotions than this chain. Recent me-
dia attention has focused on questionable labor practices and other impacts of the stores, while
academic studies have examined impacts on retail wages, employment levels and existing
stores. Missing from the literature is an analysis of whether the “Wal-Mart effect” is large
enough to influence community-wide poverty rates.

We find, after controlling for other factors determining changes in the poverty rate over time,
that both counties with more initial (1987) Wal-Mart stores and with more additions of stores
between 1987 and 1998 experienced greater increases (or smaller decreases) in family poverty
rates during the 1990s economic boom period. We offer three possible explanations for this
finding, including that Wal-Mart stores destroy civic capacity in the communities in which

they locate by driving out local entrepreneurs and community leaders.






