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WALMART’S RESPONSE TO COVID-19 PANDEMIC: POLICIES AND OPPORTUNITIES


Introduction
Throughout 2020, companies all over the world were struggling like everyone else to cope with the devastating effects that the COVID 19 pandemic brought about. Essentially, the pandemic necessitated massive changes in the way the society normally operates. Most notably, the pandemic affected the way people associate with each other, given that the virus causing the disease is transmitted from one person to the other through bodily fluids and through the breathing system. As a necessity and a preventive precaution, governments all over the world put up measures that limited the ability of people to move from one place to the other and also banned association and assemblies of people. While these measures were necessary, they changed the way life fundamentally has been for people, including families, and businesses where people normally associate in large numbers were among the first ones to feel the pinch of the pandemic (Walmart, 2020). 
Walmart is one of the largest merchandise companies in the world and as such, the company serves millions of people in all its branches every day. For Walmart to keep operating in the midst of the pandemic, the management of the company needed to institute some policy changes and adopt new ones that followed health guidelines recommended by the government and other health organization (Walmart, 2020). The policy changes were necessary in finding the balance between the company continuing to operate and provide its customers with the items they direly needed, especially the basic essential items, and the need to protect the health and wellbeing of these customers, including preventing the spreading of the virus through their premises (Walmart, 2020). 
As early as the beginning of March 2020, the management of the company had realized the need to make changes in their policies so that the health of all the people who accessed the premises would be protected (Walmart, 2020). At that time, the world was still struggling to understand the disease and corporate leaders were busy trying to plan for what futures the pandemic projected for their businesses. The company’s first case of the COVID 19 virus was reported in Cynthiana, Kentucky, prompting the management to come up with better ways of protecting the health of its associates (Walmart, 2020). These ways included consultation with local health departments on the situation, reinforcing the sanitizing and cleaning protocols, and working with the state government to avoid closing down the specific store. The protocols and policy changes that were made after being informed in Kentucky would then be rolled out through the company’s network and that helped the company remain operational during the darkest times (Walmart, 2020).
One of the policy that was significant in the early stages of the pandemic as the cases were steadily increasing was to avoid compelling employees and associates to attend their jobs when they felt lie it was not safe to do so. Walmart had made the health of all its stakeholders, especially its employees and associates, its priority (Walmart, 2020). As a result of this prioritization, the company introduced a COVID 19 emergency leave policy that was made effective immediately to ensure that the employees and associates had all the support they needed from the company (Walmart, 2020). With this policy, employees would be granted leave from their jobs if they felt like they were unable to work or if they felt it was uncomfortable to be at the workplace in fear of their health. The employees would only be required to report if they were not in a position to attend their jobs and on its part, the company waived its attendance occurrence policy to support the employees who felt incapable of attending their jobs. The employees were also presented with various ways through which they could use their regular paid time in order to be paid for the time they spend out on leave (Walmart, 2020).
Walmart had recognized the need to ensure that its employees followed all the government’s healthcare guidelines, including mandatory quarantine measures for people found positive with the virus or who had been in contact with an individual that then tested positive for the virus. There was also the need to ensure that these people did not lose their jobs or their pay because of being out of their jobs as a result of mandatory quarantine enforced by the government or by the company, or if their respective workplaces or stores were designated as isolation centers (Walmart, 2020). The company introduced a policy to have every employee paid for the two weeks they would be in isolation or out of work due to quarantine measures being enacted on them. Additionally, if the employee contracted the disease, the company would pay them fully for the two weeks they would be in isolation and if they fail to recover within the period, or if they are unable to return to work as a result of the disease, the company could provide payment for up to half a year for all its full-time and part-time hourly employees (Walmart, 2020).
Midway through 2020, the pandemic had almost gotten out of hand and tougher measures by local, state, and the federal government were required to contain the situation. Indeed, the government got to the point of restricting travel and association entirely, putting the country in a total lockdown. The challenges that people faced were enormous, especially those who effectively lost their jobs during the period (Walmart, 2020). Seeing that everyone was struggling to endure the stress caused by the pandemic, the company changed most of its normal operating policies to ensure that all its stores remained compliant with all health guidelines. This meant that the stores could remain operation even when the situation in the country got dire, and that the company’s employees and associates could still receive their pay and go on to support their families (Walmart, 2020).
The one policy that Walmart will most probably retain in the post Covid-19 period is the elaborate communication policy that the company has adopted during the pandemic between the management and the associates. Crucially, communication has been improved all over the organization as the company’s management in every store seeks to find out much about the health and wellbeing of the employees (Walmart, 2020). Communication is a vital part of organizational success in any business and Walmart is one company that would greatly benefit from improved communication between its management and the associates. This is so because the company employs a vast number of people in its more than 500 stores and associated outlets (Walmart, 2020). In order to keep the company operating during the pandemic, there are so many policies that have been put in place and many of them have been revised. The company needed to ensure that all the employees were aware of these changes and how they would impact them directly. Therefore, the management of the company sought to ensure that all the employees and associates of Walmart were aware not only of the health and safety guidelines that the company was observing after consultations with the CDC, the government, and health organizations to keep all the people safe (Walmart, 2020).
The improved communication strategies also required the employees to play their part by updating the management on their health and when or if they were unable to report for work, the company required them to report it in advance. The company can therefore use this as a strength as it approaches the future of the market (Walmart, 2020). A SWOT analysis of Walmart indicates that the company is a leader in its market because it is able to leverage its strengths and reduce its weaknesses. This must remain the strategy for the company because the economic status of the global market in the post pandemic era is expected to be challenging for all businesses as the consumers’ purchasing power will be impacted significantly as the global economy struggles to recover from the pandemic (Walmart, 2020). In this aspect, Walmart can make communication a strength and there are many benefits that will emerge from that move. First of all, proper communication with the associates and employees will be a boosting factor in motivation and that improves productivity and profitability (Bell, Lal & Salmon, n.d.). 
SWOT analysis of Walmart Inc.
Strengths 
Significantly, when the employees of an organization are motivated to work for the company, they will be dedicated and more productive, and, above all, they will present a positive image of the company to the public through effective customer service and referrals. Walmart has various strengths for further growth in the market including its high efficiency of the supply chain, its global organizational size, and its global supply chain that makes the company less dependent on a small number of suppliers. The size of the company means that it has deeper pockets and a healthier financial status that helps them navigate market specific challenges such as those caused by the pandemic in ways that smaller organizations could not (Shabanova et al., 2015).
Weaknesses
Walmart applies the cost leadership approach, which means that the company has thin profit margins. Also, this approach to commerce means that the company’s business model is easily copied and the company is left at a competitive disadvantage against high-end specialty businesses. Innovative entrants to the industry could be checked by the huge capital investments needed, but those who make it past the starting point could challenge Walmart in a strong way (Shabanova et al., 2015).
Opportunities
In the wake of the pandemic, Walmart will be one of the companies that will be applauded for not having abandoned its associates when things were bad. This is an opportunity for Walmart to develop further into the future riding on the wave of positive brand image (Bell, Lal & Salmon, n.d.). During the pandemic, also, the company has come up with policy changes that have been favorable to its employees and other stakeholders. While the pandemic is still rife and ongoing, it is still a challenge for the company to realize the full potential of its workforce but once the situation improves, the motivated workforce will be more dedicated to the brand and that will play a significant role in improving productivity (Shabanova et al., 2015).
Threats
Competition is one of the most significant threats that Walmart faces today. The industry is highly competitive and therefore, a slip up in the company’s policies and business could be an opportunity for a competitor to swoop in and Walmart could lose its market share. Online stores are also a serious threat to Walmart because they are becoming more popular and with the changing society, they are becoming a major part of people’s lives. Additionally, stores like Walmart are not considered to be very healthy or organic by consumers and with the trends in the society favoring a healthy lifestyle, people are shifting from traditional stores like Walmart in favor of more organic ones (Shabanova et al., 2015). 
Sustainability of the policy changes at Walmart
Whenever a manager makes policy changes in their organizations, one of the factors they consider most significantly is the sustainability of their new policies in taking the company towards the set goals and objectives. Walmart made policy changes that to most will be temporary and once the pandemic is over, the company will most likely revert to its normal working policies. However, some of the policies that the management has introduced at the company are feasible enough to be made long-term as they can navigate the company into the future (Matusitz & Reyers, 2010). For instance, the communication policies introduced for the employees and the organizational management can be made permanent and they can end up being embedded into the company’s organizational culture. Everyone in the company will understand and appreciate the need for candid, timely, and objective communication with their colleagues or seniors because they will be aware that their actions affect others and the organization at large. Policies that prioritize health and wellbeing of all people at the store are also sustainable for application even in future. However, most of the policy changes made by the company are designed to navigate the company and its employees through the difficult period and once normalcy resumes, the company will revert to its normal policies or enact new ones for the long term.
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