What Can You Learn From “The Sam Walton Way?” 
By Michael Bergdahl, International Speaker

Author of the Book, “The 10 Rules of Sam Walton”


I was fortunate to have had the opportunity to work with, and around, Sam Walton, the founder of Wal-Mart.  That’s how I learned that “The Sam Walton Way” IS “The Wal-Mart Way.” What’s interesting about Sam Walton is that he was an ordinary man who accomplished the truly extraordinary through vision, hard work, and a never- say-die attitude. 


Starting with little money, and a few people who believed in him, he built a corporate empire of staggering proportions. His company is now the world’s largest in sales ($378 billion), number of employees (2 million) and in the sheer size of its IT systems. The company has 7000 stores in 14 countries and it is still growing! Wal-Mart’s sales are greater than those of Home Depot + Kroger + Target + Sears + Costco + K-Mart combined! In fact, today, Wal-Mart is the largest company in the history of the world, and it faces staggering challenges never faced by any other company before! If current growth trends continue, at 7% per year, the company will eclipse $500 billion in annual sales in just over 4 years, and will become a trillion dollar a year company in sales by 2023!  


So, just what can we learn from the amazing success of Sam Walton and Wal-Mart?  


In a word, PLENTY! I think the tactics Sam Walton used to build Wal-Mart can be replicated by every one of us in our businesses and in our personal lives! I was so impressed by what I’d heard about Sam Walton’s leadership style that I moved my family from Dallas to the Ozark Mountains, in order to experience his leadership firsthand! And, I was not disappointed. 


 When I worked for Wal-Mart, I worked at the Home office in Bentonville Arkansas, and had the unique opportunity to work with Sam Walton one on one. He was one part business, one part entertainer, and one part preacher! He used every opportunity to reinforce the Wal-Mart culture using storytelling and by recognizing the contributions of his employees (associates).   


One of the towering strengths of Sam Walton was his unique ability to gain the trust and support of the people around him. He called his customers “neighbors” or “guests” and he referred to the managers in his company as “coaches.”  He referred to the employees of his company as associates or business partners and they referred to him, out of respect, as “Mr. Sam.” 

“Mr. Sam” was a people person who was driven by a set of three core values: 

1. Respect for people 

2. Service to customers, 

3. Strive for excellence.   

He taught his entire leadership team at Wal-Mart to use “Golden Rule Values” in their dealings with the employees (associates). 

The basis of Sam Walton’s success resulted from the fact that he was an entrepreneur with incredible discipline. He put his heart and soul into creating, nourishing and growing his retailing empire. He spent every waking hour of every day (yes, 7 days a week) trying to make his company, the most successful in the world, and over time he succeeded. He was the most charismatic leader I have ever met and he was also a very uncommon, common man. 


As a result Sam Walton became the World’s Richest Man, and Wal-Mart became the World’s Largest Company.  Interestingly, if you would have asked Sam Walton what drove him to success he would have responded, “My goal was never for Wal-Mart to be the biggest company around . . . my goal was for each Wal-Mart store to be the best at serving its local customers.”   


But why did Sam Walton succeed when others facing similar challenges had failed?


What was special about him that led him to such monumental success?  


How did he overcome every obstacle, while facing withering criticism?  


What did he discover that others overlooked along the way?


What was his roadmap for success?  


 As far as he was concerned there were 10 Key Result Areas which he considered pivotal to his own success throughout his career. These are the business rules by which he ran his company and by which he lived his life. Prominently displayed in the lobby of Wal-Mart's corporate headquarters for all to see, these are the very rules I heard him draw upon, again and again, day after day. 


Everyone in both your businesses and your personal lives can replicate these “10 Rules”!  


His rules for success are for the most part, just good old fashioned commonsense, and can be categorized as one part strategy, one part people, one part risk taking and one part tactical execution. 

The 10 Rules of Sam Walton: 
Rule # 1 COMMIT to achieving success and always be passionate 

Rule #2 SHARE your success with those who have helped you 

Rule #3 MOTIVATE yourself and others to achieve your dreams 

Rule #4 COMMUNICATE with people and show you care 

Rule #5 APPRECIATE and recognize people for their effort and results 

Rule #6 CELEBRATE your own and other's accomplishments 

Rule #7 LISTEN to others and learn from their ideas 

Rule #8 EXCEED EXPECTATIONS of customers and others 

Rule #9 CONTROL EXPENSES and save your way to prosperity 

Rule #10 SWIM UPSTREAM, be different, and challenge the status quo    


 Mr. Sam followed his rules with passion, rarely deviating from them throughout his life. Each of Sam's 10 Rules is easily understandable by others and can be duplicated by others in their own businesses and personal lives. They do require a high degree of commitment and discipline to successfully implement. Oftentimes it is the breakdown in the execution of personal success strategies like Sam Walton's, not the strategies themselves, which lead to failures.  To understand the 10 rules is to understand Mr. Sam's coaching playbook. Entwined in each of his rules are reoccurring themes about leadership, innovation, commonsense, hard work, simplification, the power of positive thinking, and how to treat people.  This is why his 10 rules for success and “The Sam Walton Way” are so widely adaptable and applicable for just about anyone. 
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