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Instead of crying about socialist boogiemen, Home 

Depot, other corporate giants could use a different 

brand of capitalism to improve service 

Karl Polzer, Center on Capital & Social Equity 

 

The headline of a Dec. 29 NY Post article slathered in politics screamed:  “Home 

Depot co-founder says ‘socialism’ killed motivation to work: ‘Nobody gives a 

damn.’”  The political implication of this proclamation, which ricocheted through 

national media, points to cutting the slice of public spending going to workers 

along with their ability to negotiate better wages and benefits.   

Instead of scapegoating “socialism,” which has never been the main organizing 

principle of US business and society, Home Depot’s Bernie Marcus and others 

who have shaped the system might consider using the logic of capitalism to better 

motivate their workers.  That could include granting them ownership stakes in the 

enterprise -- skin in a game in which they now are unpropertied pawns.   

Socialism can have many definitions including “an economic and political system 

where the workers or the government own the buildings and tools that make 

goods and services like farms and factories.”  In the US, most workers at Home 

Depot and other corporations do not own company stock and do not have a say in 

how they operate.  Neither does the government or its agencies with rare 

exceptions.  Low-wage employees in fact do not own much of anything except 

some personal items and older cars with debts often exceeding assets. 

Whatever current “American” attitudes about the work ethic happen to be, 

therefore, they are not the result of socialism. Though government programs and 

regulations do infuse elements of socialism into the US political economic system, 

corporate boards and managers retain the greatest power to set policies that 

impact employee motivation and performance.   

https://www.inequalityink.org/
https://nypost.com/2022/12/29/home-depot-co-founder-says-socialism-killed-motivation-to-work/amp/
https://www.businessinsider.com/home-depot-cofounder-nobody-works-donated-64-million-gop-trump-2022-12
https://www.msn.com/en-us/news/politics/nobody-works-nobody-gives-a-damn-anymore-due-to-socialism-says-93-year-old-cofounder-of-home-depot/ar-AA166kEL?ocid=msedgdhp&pc=U531&cvid=b61ba9f3c5ac4dd49f3fe1dffa5cc1c2
https://simple.wikipedia.org/wiki/Socialism
https://fee.org/articles/the-myth-of-scandinavian-socialism/
https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/n1/daily-quotidien/211026/cg-b005-eng.htm
https://www.inequalityink.org/resources/capitalism%20socialism%202019%20edits%20June%20-%20latest.pdf
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Mr. Marcus is correct that the current state of affairs does not reflect capitalism 

in its purist theoretical form in which an “invisible hand,” unaffected by money 

and politics, repurposes past profits toward investment options that over the long 

run can most benefit a population as whole.  Like socialism, capitalism is a 

malleable ideology often trotted out to advance political ends but unable to exist 

in a pure state or stable equilibrium.  US commerce today can be more accurately 

described as corporate feudalism in which a few large property owners dangle 

lucrative incentives to motivate an acquisitive managerial and professional 

nobility to keep order while paying wages barely meeting the cost of living to 

frontline workers (almost half the population).   

Take Home Depot. The company Mr. Marcus worked his butt off and injured his 

health to start has matured into a dance partner in a national duopoly cornering 

most of the US hardware and construction materials market.  Duopolies can 

extract more from consumers than smaller enterprises in more competitive 

markets while reducing their own costs through economy of scale.  For politicians 

and book marketers needing a catchy label, crony capitalism comes to mind 

before socialism or market competition. 

Home Depot rewards its current CEO with a $13 million compensation package 

mostly in the form of stock, stock options, and other incentive pay.  Median pay 

for company workers is 455 times less:  $28,697.   In Northern Virginia’s Fairfax 

County, where this article was written, residents making that little don’t qualify 

for the few available housing vouchers (there’s a minimum income requirement 

to make sure landlords can get paid!).  Failure to pay enough for full-time workers 

to cover cost of living results in many putting in more than 40 hours a week, 

working multiple part-time jobs, and crowding into available housing. 

In Northern Virginia and other high-cost areas, it is difficult for low-wage families 

to cover the cost of living even with two working parents and few children, 

according to MIT economists.   Regardless of how corporate overseers, 

academics, or government officials label the system, low-wage families are more 

likely to experience it as a rat race as they juggle multiple jobs and commutes 

with the demands of family life.  Many might feel they are being ground down 

into a long-term underclass with little opportunity to work their way up.   

https://www.project-syndicate.org/magazine/economists-responsibility-for-bad-policies-and-outcomes-by-angus-deaton-2022-12?utm_source=Project+Syndicate+Newsletter&utm_campaign=1d2fe40063-sunday_newsletter_01_08_2023&utm_medium=email&utm_term=0_73bad5b7d8-1d2fe40063-105791845&mc_cid=1d2fe40063&mc_eid=adbe4b6572
https://www.project-syndicate.org/magazine/economists-responsibility-for-bad-policies-and-outcomes-by-angus-deaton-2022-12?utm_source=Project+Syndicate+Newsletter&utm_campaign=1d2fe40063-sunday_newsletter_01_08_2023&utm_medium=email&utm_term=0_73bad5b7d8-1d2fe40063-105791845&mc_cid=1d2fe40063&mc_eid=adbe4b6572
https://fee.org/articles/the-myth-of-scandinavian-socialism/
https://www.brookings.edu/research/meet-the-low-wage-workforce/
https://seekingalpha.com/article/4357779-lowes-vs-home-depot-successful-duopoly
https://aflcio.org/paywatch/company-pay-ratios
https://www.indeed.com/cmp/The-Home-Depot/salaries?location=US%2FVA%2FMerrifield
https://livingwage.mit.edu/counties/51059
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As far as motivating employees to work harder through kind of capitalist rewards 

offered to top executives, Home Depot might be doing better than many other 

larger employers.  It does offer a 401(k) plan and the ability for employees to buy 

stock.  Yet, it’s unlikely that a workforce with incomes near $28,000 has enough 

savings to convert into significant long-term working assets.  And so the distance 

between the warehouse floor and c-suite gets larger. 

For those at the bottom, the company does offer badges and small monetary 

incentives for outstanding service through a complex system called “Homer 

Awards.” According to web: “You will get $50 for a bronze Homer Award and $60 

for a Silver Homer Award.  The same applies to a Homer Award. You’ll get $75 for 

the gold Homer Award. $100 for the platinum Homer Award. Home Depot will 

award $200 to you as the ultimate Homer Award.  A diamond badge and diamond 

lapel pin will be presented to you, along with your gift choice.”   

It would be interesting to see whether service, productivity, and profits increased 

if Home Depot workers were paid enough in cash to cover the cost of living AND 

also received some company stock.  It would be unreasonable for a huge share of 

employee compensation come in company equity as with the CEO, but getting a 

few thousand dollars of working capital annually could motivate harder work and 

more attention to detail and customer service.  Employee incentives at least 

would be more in line with those of management and shareholders.  Individual 

employee shares may not work for all companies.  But is a form of capitalism and 

not socialism where the government owns the means of production purportedly 

on behalf of the collective workforce. 

To increase employee compensation and improve service, duopoly dance teams 

like Home Depot/Lowe’s could tacitly collaborate to push prices higher.   Unions 

could enter the game to get a share of monopoly-like profits. But if costs go up 

too much, new competitors might crop up and old ones reappear.  Prices at the 

few remaining neighborhood hardware stores may be higher but the service can 

be many times better and you can buy the exact number of nails or screws you 

want.  The staff usually know where to find things.  

Pushing prices too high might trigger price competition, which is a characteristic 

of a competitive market, but not necessarily of capitalism.  A price war might 

result in a blatant monopoly that regulators would have to break up.  So, a 

https://dearadamsmith.com/home/home-depot-homer-award-badges/
https://www.investopedia.com/articles/analyst/091202.asp
https://www.msn.com/en-us/money/companies/lowe-s-follows-comcast-in-making-a-terrible-choice-for-customers/ar-AA15Wbks?ocid=msedgntp&cvid=309bc3ccb787475183030f98cdbda43b
https://www.yelp.com/biz/browns-hardware-falls-church
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rational option for a lucrative duopoly is a sloppy status quo:  muddling along 

even though service quality may lag, while funneling excess profits to company 

owners and the c-suite and paying workers as little as possible.  Absent 

competition, consumers will keep coming back even if waiting for service 

resembles trying to buy a loaf of bread in a communist economy.  As the 

proletariat in the old Soviet Union once jibed: “We pretend to work and they 

pretend to pay us.” 

Karl Polzer is founder of the Center on Capital & Social Equity 
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