
"Delivering Happiness can help inspire the why of your business. The Zappos Experience can contribute to
the how." - from the foreword by Tony Hsieh

THE

ZAPPOS
EXPERIENCE

Leadership Lessons for Building
Culture, Loyalty, and Growth

5 PRINCIPLES
TO INSPIRE, ENGAGE, AND WOW

JOSEPH A. MICHELLI, PH.D.



Why Zappos Still Matters

A Culture Customers Can Feel
Zappos proved that culture is not a side project. Culture is the operating system that shapes hiring, service recovery,
customer conversations, innovation, speed, and brand trust. These pages translate the five principles from The
Zappos Experience into practical leadership actions for today.

Culture
Values become behavior
when leaders hire, coach,
reward, and protect them.

Ease
Customers remember
when effort disappears and
problems feel simple to
solve.

Connection
Technology can optimize a
transaction, and people
create relationships.
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A Note from the Author

Why Zappos Still Matters
When I set out to write The Zappos Experience, many people questioned whether a
Las Vegas-based online shoe retailer had lessons worth studying. My answer then
was yes - and my answer today is an even more emphatic yes. Zappos built
something that most organizations only talk about: a culture so strong that it became
the product. Long before employee experience and culture-first became business
buzzwords, Zappos was living those principles at scale - and the results were
measurable. From virtually no revenue to over a billion dollars in annual gross
merchandise sales, with almost no traditional advertising. The five principles I
identified in that research - Serve a Perfect Fit, Make It Effortlessly Swift, Step into
the Personal, S-T-R-E-T-C-H, and Play to Win - were not marketing slogans. They were
operational realities observed across hundreds of interactions with Zappos leaders,
employees, and customers. The world has changed enormously since that book was
written. AI now handles customer interactions that once required human agents.
Supply chains have been stress-tested in ways no one anticipated. And the meaning
of workplace culture has been fundamentally renegotiated. Through all of it, the
core Zappos insight has only grown more important: technology can optimize a
transaction, but only human beings can create a relationship. These leadership tips
distill the five Zappos principles into practical tools for your organization. I hope
they spark both reflection and action. With gratitude, Joseph Michelli, Ph.D.

Field Guide Promise Use the 
reflection prompts after each 
principle to identify one culture 
behavior, one customer friction 
point, and one leadership ritual 
you can improve this quarter.
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Zappos Then and Now

The Context Changed.
The Human Need Did Not.

THEN

Online shoe retailer Call centers as relationship
centers Free shipping and free returns as brand
promises Culture Books written by employees
Values used in hiring, training, and daily
decisions

NOW

AI-enabled support and self-service Customers
expecting instant ease Employees seeking
meaning, autonomy, and trust Brands judged by
transparency and emotional connection Culture
tested across digital, remote, and hybrid
channels

What has not changed: customers still want trust,
ease, recognition, connection, and a sense that real
people care about their outcome.
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PRINCIPLE ONE

Serve a Perfect Fit
Culture Before Skills

"If you get the culture right, most of the other stuff will just 
happen."- Tony Hsieh
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Serve a Perfect Fit

Serve a Perfect Fit
Zappos did not set out to sell shoes. They set out to deliver happiness. That
distinction sounds like marketing language until you understand what it meant
operationally: every decision, from hiring to return policies to call center scripts,
was filtered through a single question - does this serve the customer perfectly? The
foundation of a perfect fit at Zappos was culture. Tony Hsieh, the company's late
CEO, believed that if you got the culture right, most of the other stuff - great
customer service, building a long-term enduring brand, passionate employees -
would happen naturally. Zappos codified their culture into ten core values, and
those values were not aspirational posters on a wall. They were used in hiring
decisions, performance reviews, and even the annual Culture Book written by
employees themselves. One of the most counterintuitive expressions of this principle
was the Pay to Quit offer. New hires, after their initial training period, were offered
money to leave - typically several thousand dollars - if they did not feel genuinely
committed to the culture. Most declined. But the offer itself sent an unmistakable
signal: Zappos only wanted people who truly wanted to be there.

PUTTING IT TO WORK
What are the core values that actually drive decisions in your organization - not the ones on the wall, but the ones that
show up in who gets hired, who gets promoted, and what gets tolerated? Write them down honestly. Then ask: is there a
gap between what we say and what we do? That gap is where culture quietly erodes.
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Leadership Reflection

Leadership Reflection
Serve a Perfect Fit

What behavior gets rewarded here?

What behavior gets tolerated here?

Where does our stated culture most often break under pressure?

One action I will take in the next 30
days:
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PRINCIPLE TWO

Make It Effortlessly Swift
Service Velocity

"We decided we wanted to build our brand to be about the 
very best customer service and the very best customer 

experience." - Tony Hsieh
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Make It Effortlessly Swift

Make It Effortlessly Swift
In a world where friction is the enemy of loyalty, Zappos built its reputation on
removing every possible obstacle between the customer and a great experience.
Free shipping. Free returns. A 365-day return policy. A call center with no scripts
and no time limits on calls. These were not perks - they were strategic commitments
rooted in the belief that effortless service creates customers for life. The no-script
call center deserves particular attention. While most companies measure call center
performance by average handle time - how quickly agents get customers off the
phone - Zappos measured something different: did the customer feel genuinely
helped? Agents were encouraged to stay on the phone as long as the customer
needed. The longest recorded Zappos customer service call exceeded ten hours.
Effortless does not mean cheap or careless. It means that the customer's effort is
minimized while your organization's effort behind the scenes is maximized. The
ease the customer feels is the product of enormous internal investment.

PUTTING IT TO WORK
Map the last five interactions a customer had with your organization. At each step, ask: whose effort was required -
theirs or yours? Every point where the customer had to work harder than necessary is an opportunity. Pick one and
eliminate it this quarter.
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Leadership Reflection

Leadership Reflection
Make It Effortlessly Swift

Where do customers have to repeat themselves?

Where do policies protect us but burden them?

What one friction point could we remove this quarter?

One action I will take in the next 30
days:
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PRINCIPLE THREE

Step into the Personal
Personal Emotional Connection

"You are not just a wallet with legs. You are a person, and we 
want to know you." - Joseph Michelli
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Step into the Personal

Step into the Personal
Zappos customer service representatives were trained to do something most call
centers actively discourage: have a real conversation. Not a scripted one. Not an
efficient one. A human one. If a customer mentioned they were going through a
difficult time, the representative was empowered to acknowledge it. If a customer
needed shoes for a wedding that was two days away, the rep could arrange
overnight shipping at no charge - not because a policy required it, but because it was
the right thing to do. Stepping into the personal means treating customers as human
beings with lives beyond their order - and it means training and trusting your people
to do the same. One of the most cited Zappos stories involves a customer service rep
who, upon learning that a customer's mother had recently died and that the shoes
she had ordered were for the funeral, arranged for a bouquet of flowers to be sent to
the family. No policy required it. No manager approved it. It simply happened
because the culture made it possible. That story traveled far beyond Zappos. It
became the kind of word-of-mouth that no advertising budget can buy - because it
was genuine.

PUTTING IT TO WORK
When did someone on your team last do something genuinely unexpected for a customer - not because policy required
it, but because they were empowered and motivated to? If you cannot recall a recent example, ask why. The answer
usually points to either a culture problem, a training problem, or both.
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Leadership Reflection

Leadership Reflection
Step into the Personal

What would our people do if they felt fully trusted?

What emotional cues are we missing?

What story would a customer retell about us?

One action I will take in the next 30
days:

The Zappos Experience: Leadership Tips © Joseph Michelli 2026 • josephmichelli.com 13



PRINCIPLE FOUR

S-T-R-E-T-C-H
Growth and Resourcefulness

"Envision, create, and believe in your own universe, and the 
universe will form around you." - Tony Hsieh
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S-T-R-E-T-C-H

S-T-R-E-T-C-H
Zappos invested in people the way most companies invest in equipment. They built
Zappos University - an internal training and development program that gave every
employee, regardless of role, access to courses ranging from finance to public
speaking to personal development. The philosophy was simple: a better human
being makes a better employee, and a growing employee makes a growing company.
The S-T-R-E-T-C-H principle also applied to the business itself. Zappos began as an
online shoe retailer and grew into a platform for clothing, accessories, home goods,
and beyond - not by chasing trends, but by following the logic of its own culture. If
the mission was delivering happiness, then happiness was not limited to footwear.
Great organizations stretch in two directions simultaneously: they challenge their
people to grow beyond their current capabilities, and they challenge the business to
grow beyond its current definition. Both forms of stretch require psychological
safety - the belief that honest effort, even when it falls short, will be respected rather
than punished.

PUTTING IT TO WORK
What is one skill or capability that, if developed in your team over the next twelve months, would meaningfully change
what your organization is able to do? Design a specific investment in that capability - not a generic training budget, but a
targeted, named commitment.
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Leadership Reflection

Leadership Reflection
S-T-R-E-T-C-H

What capability would change our future?

Where do our people need permission to experiment?

What investment would signal that growth matters?

One action I will take in the next 30 
days:
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PRINCIPLE FIVE

Play to Win
Energy, Meaning, and Celebration

"Chase the vision, not the money. The money will end up 
following you." - Tony Hsieh
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Play to Win

Play to Win
Zappos was a serious business that did not take itself too seriously. Parades through
the office. Costume contests. Spontaneous celebrations of customer service wins. A
CEO who once answered the door of his Las Vegas home - which happened to be a
trailer in an Airstream community - in full costume while entertaining a reporter.
These were not distractions from the work. They were expressions of a culture that
understood something fundamental: people do their best work when they feel
genuinely engaged, not just employed. Play to Win does not mean playing around. It
means bringing energy, creativity, and genuine enthusiasm to the pursuit of
excellence. Zappos employees were not performing happiness for customers. They
were expressing a culture that had made them genuinely happy to be there. That
authenticity is impossible to fake and difficult to compete with. The organizations
that sustain great cultures over time are the ones that find ways to make the work
itself rewarding - through meaning, autonomy, and the genuine belief that what
each person does matters.

PUTTING IT TO WORK
When did your team last genuinely celebrate something together - not a mandatory company event, but a spontaneous
acknowledgment that something great happened? Build one ritual into the next thirty days that has no agenda other
than recognizing the people who make your organization worth working for.
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Leadership Reflection

Leadership Reflection
Play to Win

Where has our culture lost energy?

What deserves to be celebrated this month?

What ritual could make excellence visible?

One action I will take in the next 30
days:
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The Five Principles at a Glance

The Five Principles at a Glance

1. Serve a Perfect Fit Align culture, values, and hiring with the customer promise.

2. Make It Effortlessly Swift        Remove friction by doing the hard work behind the scenes.

3. Step into the Personal Trust people to create genuine moments of human care.

4. S-T-R-E-T-C-H Invest in capability, experimentation, and personal growth.

5. Play to Win Make excellence energetic, meaningful, and worth celebrating.

Leadership Application: pick one principle as your
focus for the next 90 days. Translate it into one
behavior, one measurement, one story to share, and
one ritual to reinforce.

The Zappos Experience: Leadership Tips © Joseph Michelli 2026 • josephmichelli.com 20



Thank You for Reading

Keep Building Culture Customers Can Feel

This eBook is a companion to The Zappos Experience: 5 Principles to Inspire, Engage, and WOW, available wherever 
books are sold. Connect with Joseph: josephmichelli.com | LinkedIn: Joseph Michelli | X: @josephmichelli | Podcast: 
josephmichelli.com/podcast | joseph@josephmichelli.com
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Ready to go deeper?
These insights are the starting point. Joseph's keynotes and training programs translate each principle into 
practical tools, facilitated conversations, and implementation roadmaps your team can act on 
immediately. 




