
 
 

CASE STUDY: Zappos' Unique Recruitment and Cultural Fit 

COURSE: HUMAN RESOURCE MANAGEMENT 

 

Objective: This case study aims to identify a distinct and unique approach of Zappos for 

recruitment, resulting in a strong and unified culture.  

Outcome: Overview of unique Recruitment Strategies to promote cultural fit. 

Author: Dr. Swati Punjani 

Assistant Professor, SLM, MRIIRS.  

 

Introduction to Zappos:  

Founded in 1999 by Nick Swinmurn, Zappos started as an online shoe retailer. "Zappos" is derived 

from the Spanish word "zapatos," meaning shoes. Swinmurn's inspiration came from a frustrating 

shopping experience when he couldn't find the shoes he wanted at the mall. This sparked the idea 

of creating an online store offering a vast footwear selection. 

 Growth and Evolution 

Zappos quickly grew under the leadership of Tony Hsieh, who joined the company as CEO in 

2000 after investing through his venture capital firm, Venture Frogs. Hsieh's customer-centric 

approach was revolutionary. His philosophy emphasised creating a solid company culture, 

outstanding customer service, and employee satisfaction, making these the core pillars of Zappos' 

growth. 

 Customer Service Focus 

Zappos became a standout in the e-commerce world due to its relentless focus on customer service. 

Its policies, such as free shipping, 365-day return policies, and creating "WOW" moments for 

customers, allowed it to differentiate itself from other online retailers. This customer-first 

mentality helped Zappos build a loyal customer base and gain a strong reputation globally. 

 

 



 

 Acquisition by Amazon 

In 2009, Amazon acquired Zappos for $1.2 billion. Despite this, Zappos retained its unique culture 

and operational autonomy under Amazon's umbrella, continuing to focus on delivering exceptional 

customer experiences. 

 Legacy of Tony Hsieh 

Tony Hsieh's leadership and focus on creating happiness for customers and employees left a 

profound legacy. He pioneered the idea that a company’s culture could be its greatest asset. After 

passing in 2020, his influence on corporate culture and business innovation continued to be widely 

acknowledged. 

India Context 

While Zappos does not have a direct presence in India, its influence can be seen in how Indian e-

commerce businesses have adopted similar customer service strategies. The rise of online retail 

giants in India, such as Flipkart, Myntra, and Amazon India, shows a similar emphasis on customer 

service, easy return policies, and various product offerings. Like Zappos, Indian e-commerce 

platforms prioritise customer experience through services like fast delivery, cash on delivery, and 

extensive product selections. 

India's burgeoning start-up ecosystem has also taken cues from Zappos' customer service and 

culture-driven business models. Indian companies in various sectors now prioritize organisational 

culture and customer satisfaction to differentiate themselves, much like Zappos did in the U.S. 

In summary, Zappos' growth and customer-centric philosophy have influenced Western e-

commerce and indirectly impacted practices in India, where e-commerce is growing rapidly, and 

companies are adopting similar strategies to enhance customer loyalty and service excellence. 

KEY RECRUITMENT STRATEGIES BY ZAPPOS:  

1. Core Values Alignment: Zappos places great importance on cultural fit during 

recruitment. The company identifies core values and seeks candidates who align with them, 

emphasising qualities such as customer focus, innovation, and fun. Candidates conduct 

multiple interviews to assess their alignment with the company's culture.  

 

2. Offer of Employment Withdrawal: Zappos provides a unique offer of employment 

withdrawal after the recruitment process. They offer new hires a cash incentive to leave 

the company if they feel Zappos is not the right fit for them. This practice ensures that 

employees genuinely want to be part of the organisation and are committed to its values.  



 

3. Emphasis on Employee Happiness: Zappos prioritises employee happiness and fosters a 

positive work environment. They provide opportunities for personal and professional 

growth, celebrate achievements, and emphasise teamwork and collaboration.  

 

4. Zappos Insider: Prioritizing Passion Over Skills: Zappos introduced the “Zappos 

Insider” program, allowing individuals interested in the company and its unique culture to 

become members and engage directly with Zappos ambassadors. Through these 

interactions, members can showcase their passion for the brand, and those who align with 

Zappos' mission receive special consideration for job openings. This reflects Zappos' belief 

that while skills can be taught, attitude and cultural fit are paramount, prioritising a 

candidate’s enthusiasm for the company's values over specific skill sets. Once the applicant 

joins the “Insider” program and the recruiters like the candidate, the recruiter looks for an 

appropriate job for the candidate instead of the traditional method where the applicant surfs 

to find a suitable job for himself.  

 

5. Uncovering Hidden Potential Through Recruiters: Experienced Zappos recruiters 

identify candidates' potential and may offer them roles they wouldn’t have considered, 

including higher-level positions. This approach helps uncover hidden strengths, allowing 

candidates to explore opportunities beyond their recent work history that they might not 

have applied for. 

 

6. Creativity and Attitude at Zappos: Zappos’ hiring platform gives creative and 

entrepreneurial applicants an edge by allowing them to express their personality through 

page design and responses. With a focus on attitude over specific skills, Zappos seeks 

individuals with the right mindset, increasing their chances of being hired even without 

specific technical abilities. 

 

Cultural Fit Over Skills in Modern Hiring 

Companies like Zappos increasingly prioritise cultural compatibility over specific skills, following 

the mantra "hire for attitude, train for skills." Zappos’ recruitment strategy, which involves 

ambassadors assessing candidates' cultural fit before hiring, reduces the likelihood of job 

dissatisfaction and, lowers attrition rates and creates a firm “differentiator” image among job 

seekers. This unique approach can generate viral interest, attracting more candidates and providing 

recruiters with a larger talent pool. 



 

Interestingly, since Zappos doesn't provide rigid job descriptions, it may attract unconventional 

yet promising profiles. While fitting these candidates into predefined roles can be challenging, it 

also opens the door to innovation, potentially creating entirely new roles. Additionally, this method 

helps Zappos retain candidates for more extended periods, even if immediate openings aren’t 

available, by maintaining ongoing engagement with potential hires. This prevents the company 

from losing valuable talent that could be a perfect fit for future positions. 

Zappos' Recruitment Strategy: Generating Buzz and Challenges 

Zappos' unique recruitment strategy generates significant interest, attracting not only potential 

candidates but also those curious about the process. This increases engagement for company 

ambassadors, though many interactions may be with non-candidates. Since Zappos prioritises 

passion and creativity, applicants must carefully design their profiles—a time-consuming task that 

may deter some who might prefer traditional interviews. 

Conclusion 

Zappos' unconventional recruitment strategy has created a viral effect, strengthening its image as 

an "Employer Brand." However, the introduction of new terminologies like "ambassadors" and 

"insiders," along with a less traditional application process, may initially deter conservative job 

seekers who prefer clear job listings and straightforward applications. While this approach might 

not see immediate success, with data-driven refinement over time, Zappos could begin to see more 

favourable results after about a year. Regardless of its immediate impact, this strategy reinforces 

the importance of prioritising attitude over skills in hiring—a concept likely to inspire future 

recruitment innovations. 
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