
 

 

 

© 2011 Great Place to Work® Institute. All Rights Reserved. 

How Zappos Creates Happy Customers and Employees 

Tony Hsieh, CEO and founder, shares his insights and practices 

In business, happiness is often seen as a result of profits, not a driver. What happens 

when this dynamic is reversed and happiness becomes the first line of business? In the 

case of Zappos, the result is a multi-billion dollar on-line sales company known best for 

their customer service, free shipping and 365-day return policy.  Speaking at the 2011 

Great Place to Work® Conference, Tony Hsieh, CEO and founder, shared the 

philosophies and practices that drive his company’s culture, and how it fuels their 

success.   

This Las Vegas-based company’s focus on happiness begins with a belief that culture is 

critical in delivering the “Wow” experiences that create an avid following of people who 

feel good buying from Zappos and share those stories with others. “We’ve actually had 

customers email us and tell us when they get that perfect outfit or perfect pair of shoes, 

that Zappos is happiness in a box,” said Hsieh. “Zappos is really just about delivering 

happiness whether it’s the customers or employees." 

So what makes its customers and 1,700 employees happy? In researching the science 

of happiness, Hsieh discovered that most people don’t really know. Many people can 

say what makes them happy on the surface - a good job, a roof over their head, 

vacation time, getting what they “want.” But what’s happiness really about? Hsieh 

contends that happiness can be boiled down to four things: perceived control, 

perceived progress, connectedness (meaning the number and depth of your 

relationships), and being part of something bigger than yourself. Apply this to business 

and what you have is a company where culture takes first priority - where positive 

relationships and the ability to make decisions are presented to each and every hire that 

comes through the door.  

“It actually doesn’t matter what your core values are.” says Hsieh. “What matters is that 

you have them and commit to them. And by committing to them, you’re willing to hire or 

fire based on them independent of actual job performance.” 

With five weeks of training and their revolutionary “offer,” Zappos walks this talk from 

day one. At the end of the first week of training, Zappos presents an offer to the entire 

class - payment for the time they’ve already spent plus a bonus of $2,000 to quit and 

leave the company before they fully assume their roles. This offer stands throughout the 

entire training and a few weeks beyond. This practice give new hires a unique 

opportunity to make an educate choices about their own happiness and whether they 

can fully commit to Zappos. 

As Hsieh says, “We wanted employees that really believed in our long term vision 

and really felt like this was the right culture for them.” The conditions of the training 

encourage people to take a real look at what Zappos is like and to think about a 

thing like happiness in the larger picture of their overall employment.  It encourages 

people to go home, talk to their friends and family and ask themselves “Is this a 

company I really believe in? Is this a culture I really want to be a part of and 

contribute to?”  
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Hsieh has managed to infuse an entire company with a similarly deep and 

universally resonant philosophy of unity and joy, best symbolized by its annual 

Culture Book. Every year, all employees are asked to write a few paragraphs about 

what the Zappos culture means to them. This book is unedited to include the good 

and the bad. Organized by department, the book is given to everyone, allowing 

each division to see the way the Zappos culture has been absorbed and maintained 

in each department.    

“A company’s culture and a company’s brand are really just two sides of the same 

coin.” says Hsieh. What goes around the office comes around to the customer. This 

philosophy is the premise for everything Zappos does and delivers, and it has led to a 

celebrated customer service culture. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

About Great Place to Work® Institute 

Great Place to Work® Institute has been listening to employees and evaluating employers since 

1980 in order to understand what makes a workplace great. 

We know that the foundation of every great workplace is trust between employees and 

management. Our Best Companies to Work For lists, employee surveys, culture assessment tools, 

advisory services, and educational events have made us leaders in helping organizations build 

high-trust workplaces. 

The Great Place to Work® Institute combines our expertise and proprietary tools to help you turn 

your workplace culture into a powerful source of competitive strength and business success. To 

learn more, visit our website, email or feel free to give us a call at 415.503.1234, ext. 380. 


