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Introduction
Tony Hsieh, CEO of Zappos and one of the most 
widely successful e-commerce vendors on the Inter-
net, has quickly risen through the ranks of corporate 
America. He has established himself as one of the 
premier thought leaders of entrepreneurship, built a 
successful business, and most notably kept employ-
ees and customers satisfied and happy. 

Hsieh has been credited with growing Zappos from 
a fledgling company to an enterprise grossing more 
than $1 billion in merchandise sales. His company has 
made it onto Fortune’s “Best Companies to Work For” 
list and was ultimately acquired by Amazon.com for 
$1.2 billion in 2009. 

In Delivering Happiness, Hsieh shares the differ-
ent lessons he has learned in business and life, from 
various jobs to entrepreneurial ventures, and takes 
readers through his personal journey on cultivating 

happiness for himself and those around him. 

Section 1: Profits
In Search of Profits

Hsieh grew up in what he describes as a typical Asian 
household. His parents emigrated from Taiwan and 
raised three sons, putting a focus on three categories 
of accomplishments: academic, career, and musi-
cal instrument mastery. Thanks to the emphasis on 
these accomplishments, Hsieh learned early on that 
achievement and success were important life attri-
butes. Although his parents always dreamed of their 
son becoming a doctor, Hsieh was much more inter-
ested in running a business and discovering new ways 
to make money. His entrepreneurial spirit was active 
at a young age as he explored the economics behind 
garage sales and newspaper routes. Hsieh’s first real 
entrepreneurial endeavor was running a worm farm. 
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He even created his own newsletter so he could sell 
ad space.

Hsieh was determined to find other creative ways to 
make money and finally embarked on his first real 
venture—a button-making company. He found an 
ad for a button-making kit in the back of a magazine 
and considered it as an opportunity to begin a suc-
cessful business. He quickly wrote to the publisher of 
Free Stuff for Kids, a widely-read kids’ book, and acted 
as if he already owned a button-making business. He 
requested that his company and button-making ser-
vices be included in the next edition of the book. He 
asked that kids send in $1 to have their photo turned 
into a personalized button, and with the $0.25 he cal-
culated it took to create each button, he would profit 
$0.75 per sale. 

To Hsieh’s surprise and delight, his button business 
was included in the book. By the end of the first 
month, he had made $200. Hsieh kept the business 
going throughout his middle school years and con-
sistently made about $200 per month. He eventually 
closed the business, but the experience taught him the 
necessary fundamentals of running a successful mail 
order business. 

As Hsieh progressed to high school, he became 
involved in as many activities as possible with the 
hopes of gaining new and different perspectives. He 
took foreign language classes, did community service, 
participated in local theater, and also accepted a com-
puter programming job that paid $15 an hour. While 
programming computers, he would occasionally play 
harmless pranks on his boss. These pranks taught 
Hsieh that adding fun and humor to the workplace 
was vital for creating a happy, cohesive workforce. 

Despite being a prankster, Hsieh excelled in academ-
ics and was accepted into the best colleges in the 
country including Brown, UC Berkeley, Stanford, 
MIT, Princeton, Cornell, Yale, and Harvard. Accord-
ing to his parents, no other college compared to the 
prestige of Harvard, so that is where Hsieh enrolled. 

With the newfound freedom Hsieh experienced in 
college, he began skipping classes, watching televi-
sion, and making new friends. He continued to attend 
Harvard despite doing “the least amount of work,” 
but Hsieh’s entrepreneurial spirit was still strong. In 

Key Concepts
In Delivering Happiness, author Tony Hsieh 
shares the lessons he has learned in business 
and life, including the ten steps toward achiev-
ing exemplary customer service:

1. Make customer service a priority for the 
whole company, not just one department. 

2. Turn “WOW” into a verb that is part of the 
company’s everyday vocabulary.

3. Empower and trust customer service reps.

4. Realize that it is acceptable to “fire” custom-
ers who are insatiable, or who abuse employ-
ees. 

5. Do not measure call times, do not force em-
ployees to upsell, and do not use scripts. 

6. Do not hide the company’s 800 number. It 
should serve as a message for both custom-
ers and employees. 

7. View each call as an investment in building 
a customer service brand, not as an expense 
that must be minimized. 

8. Have the entire company celebrate great ser-
vice. 

9. Find and hire people who are already pas-
sionate about customer service. 

10. Give great service to everyone: customers, 
employees, and vendors. 
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his junior year, he assumed management of an eatery 
in an on-campus dorm. He and a friend became 
responsible for creating the menu, ordering from sup-
pliers, hiring employees, and making it a fun (and 
profitable) meeting spot for hungry college students. 

Hsieh worked hard at providing quality menu 
options, fun music, and a welcoming atmosphere. 
Through trial and error he determined that pizza 
was a very profitable item, and he soon tripled sales 
compared to the previous year. It was in this venture 
that he met Alfred Lin, an enterprising student who 
would eventually become CFO and COO at Zappos. 

You Win Some, You Lose Some

Hsieh graduated from college and 
was offered a position at Oracle, 
along with his friend Sanjay 
Madan. The pay was good and moving expenses were 
covered, so they both accepted. During this time, the 
Internet was just beginning to emerge, and true to his 
entrepreneurial spirit, Hsieh decided to start a web-
based business with Madan. They named it Internet 
Marketing Solutions (IMS). They started contacting 

Sanjay and I were more motivated than ever to make sure that 
LinkExchange was successful. We had to prove Lenny wrong.

About the Author
In 1999, at the age of 24, Tony Hsieh (pronounced 
Shay) sold LinkExchange, the company he co-
founded, to Microsoft for $265 million. He then 
joined Zappos.com as an advisor and investor, 
and eventually became CEO, where he helped 
Zappos.com grow from almost no sales to over 
$1 billion in gross merchandise sales annually, 
while simultaneously making Fortune maga-
zine’s annual “Best Companies to Work For” list. 
In November 2009, Zappos.com was acquired 
by Amazon.com in a deal valued at $1.2 billion 
on the day of closing.

Hsieh’s first book, Delivering Happiness, was 
published on June 7, 2010, and outlines his path 
from starting a worm farm to life at Zappos.com. 
Tony shows how a very different kind of corpo-
rate culture is a powerful model for achieving 
success and happiness.

local businesses looking for potential clients, and 
when a local mall hired IMS to design, manage and 
host its entire website for $2,000, Hsieh decided to 
quit Oracle and run IMS full-time. He had only been 
at Oracle for five months. 

In the first few weeks after his resignation, Hsieh real-
ized that IMS was not the career he had been hoping 
for, and determined that it was just boredom that 
inspired his desire to leave Oracle. After more brain-
storming, he and Madan came up with the concept for 
another company called the Internet Link Exchange 
(ILE), or LinkExchange.

LinkExchange was a service offered to websites where 
a special code would be entered, enabling the web-
site to immediately begin displaying banner ads. Any 
time a visitor clicked on the banner ad, the website 
owner would receive credits which would accumu-
late and then be advertised across the LinkExchange 
network for free. 

To both Hsieh’s and Madan’s surprise, queries made to 
local businesses resulted in immediate response and 
interest. The two spent the next few months respond-
ing to emails and building the network, until one day 
a fateful phone call from a businessman named Lenny 
Barshack changed the future of the business. 

They agreed to meet Barshack for dinner where he 
offered to buy LinkExchange for $1 million in cash 
and stock, and to sell the company to his enterprise, 
Bigfoot. Hsieh and Sanjay deliberated for 24-hours 
and ultimately decided that they would sell for $2 
million. Barshack did not agree, and they all walked 
away from the deal. 

Based on the feedback they received from Barshack on 
LinkExchange’s potential, Hsieh and Madan decided 
to dedicate all of their time and effort to building 
the company. They began hiring friends to grow the 
employee base and soon had 25 people working for 
them, and an office in San Francisco. Soon after they 
had established their presence in the Bay area, they 
got a call from Jerry Yang, co-founder of Yahoo! Much 
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to their surprise, the meeting was not based on Yang’s 
interest in advertising with them, but instead his 
desire to purchase the company. Yang’s offer was for 
$20 million. 

Hsieh found himself in a familiar, but much more 
angst-ridden predicament. After much deliberation, 
Hsieh and his fellow executives decided to turn down 
the second offer to sell the company. He states, “It was 
us against the world, and we were going to make sure 
we would win.”

LinkExchange started picking up serious steam, and 
growth resulted in expansion to offices in New York 
and Chicago. Although a lot of exciting things were 
happening at the company, Hsieh began to feel like 
he did at Oracle. He was disenchanted and no longer 
excited about the business. Eventually the company 
was acquired by Microsoft for $265 million under 
the stipulation that Hsieh, Madan and Lin (who they 
recruited previously) stay on for another 12 months. 
After the deal closed, rather than be excited by the tre-
mendous amount of money they had just acquired, 
they instead faced the drudgery that lay ahead. 

Diversify

Hsieh slogged through a year at LinkExchange. He 
left the company without a clear idea of what he 
wanted to do and decided to start an investment fund 
with Lin using the earnings from the acquisition. 
The fund, entitled Venture Frogs, would act as an 
incubator fund to provide financial support to start-
ups deemed worthy of investment. Soon after they 
launched Venture Frogs, they received a call from a 
man named Nick Swinmurn who had recently started 
a website called shoesite.com. Hsieh almost deleted 
the voicemail until he heard Swinmurn describing the 
market opportunity for selling shoes online. 

Hsieh eventually decided to give Swinmurn a chance 
to sell his case. According to Swinmurn, footwear was 
a $40 billion industry in the United States, and five 

percent of that was being acquired by paper mail-
order catalogs. Hsieh did some calculations, and 
based on what he knew of the Internet’s potential 
concluded that selling shoes online actually stood a 
chance. He and Lin decided to invest. He remained 
involved to a certain extent and helped rename the 
company to Zappos, but still primarily focused on 
investing in other companies. 

As his professional life was well underway, Hsieh also 
began focusing on his personal life. He discovered 

poker and began to truly appreci-
ate the challenge of the game. He 
would spend time playing and 
studying poker strategy, and after 
becoming well-versed in the game, 
he began finding several connec-
tions between poker and business: 

Evaluating Market Opportunities 

• If there are too many competitors, it is a lot harder 
to win. 

• If it is too difficult to win with a particular group or 
table, it is acceptable to switch.

Marketing and Branding

• Act weak when strong, act strong when weak, and 
always know when to bluff.

• Remember that having a personal “brand” is im-
portant.

Financials

• Always be prepared for the worst possible scenar-
io.

• Play only what you can afford to lose.

• Despite winning or losing individual hands or 
sessions, it is ultimately what happens in the long 
term that matters.

Strategy

• Strategize and learn the game before the stakes get 
too high. 

• Stick to your principles. 

• Differentiate yourself by doing the opposite of 
what the rest of the table is doing. 

Continual Learning

We outgrew the floor we had rented out for our office and 
started expanding to additional floors of our building. We 
even opened up sales offices in New York and Chicago. It was 
a strange feeling to be walking around the office and seeing 
people I didn’t recognize.
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• Learn by doing. Theory is nice, but nothing replac-
es actual experience. 

• Never be afraid to ask for advice. 

Culture

• Do not be cocky or flashy. There will always be 
someone who is better, has more experience, and 
is more successful. 

• Be nice and make friends. It is a small community. 

• Have fun. The game is a lot more enjoyable with-
out the stress of just making money.

Poker and other social experiences began to expand 
Hsieh’s outlook on life and business. There was one 
night in particular when he and a group of friends 
attended a warehouse rave. Hsieh was taken aback 
by the collective group and how it differed from the 
usual nightclub experience he was used to. In the 
warehouse, everyone was free to be an individual 
without fear of being judged. Although there was a 
strong sense of individuality, he also noticed how the 
crowd became tribe-like while 
facing the DJ and dancing. 

In addition to the lessons he was 
learning from his social life, Hsieh 
was also discovering that Zappos 
was going to be a lot harder to 
start up than initially anticipated. 
Investors were uninterested, and time was running 
out. He decided to return to his entrepreneurial roots 
by joining the company full-time to prove that online 
shoes sales could be a profitable business.

Section 2: Profits and Passion
Concentrate Your Position

For the next two years, Hsieh worked hard to build 
Zappos to its full potential. Yet despite his efforts, 
money was dwindling, investors were uninterested, 
and he was constantly investing more of his own 
money into the company. Eventually, he had to use 
money from his personal savings account and sell off 
additional property that he owned to keep the com-
pany afloat.

After a meeting with Fred Mossler, a top executive 
at Zappos, Hsieh realized that changes needed to be 
made to revamp the business model. Mossler, a former 

Nordstrom employee, knew that better inventory was 
crucial for the company’s growth. He also projected 
that selling better brand names would appeal to the 
masses and increase sales three-fold. 

The team made a concerted effort to reach out to more 
brands to build a more mainstream inventory. After 
building a larger stock and signing on more major 
brand names, Zappos more than tripled its revenues, 
making $8.6 million in gross merchandise sales in 
2001 compared to just $1.6 million in 2000.

Despite this incredible growth, major setbacks with 
warehouse operations caused the business to be on 
shaky ground once more. Amidst these company 
troubles, Hsieh continued with plans to hike the 
summit of Mt. Kilimanjaro with his friend Jenn Lim. 
Although it was a grueling journey, he achieved his 
goal and simultaneously formed a greater resolve to 
save the company. Zappos was down to one month of 
cash savings and Hsieh had to decide what the next 
step would be. 

In an effort to completely revamp warehouse opera-
tions, Hsieh realized that the biggest mistake was 
outsourcing its core competency. After finding a new 
warehouse operations manager and warehouse, busi-
ness started to pick up again. 

The changes they made helped dramatically, and by 
the end of 2002 the company was doing $32 million 
in gross merchandise sales; however, it was still not 
enough to make the company profitable. They were 
on their way toward meeting their audacious inter-
nal goal of $1 billion in gross merchandise sales by 
2010, but knew that the next phase would be the most 
critical. Keeping customers happy was essential for 
the company’s continued success, and after receiving 
positive feedback from customers on prompt delivery 
and shipping upgrades, Hsieh realized that customer 
service could be Zappos’s true differentiator. 

Platform for Growth: Brand, Culture, Pipeline

For me, summiting the tallest mountain of a continent was one 
of those things that I wanted to check off of my list of things to 
do at some point in my life. It went with my life philosophy of 
valuing experiences over things.
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The company continued to expand, and eventually 
outgrew its San Francisco office space. To accommo-
date the growth and add new departments, such as a 
dedicated customer call center, the executives decided 
to move the entire company to Las Vegas. When the 
relocation plans were announced, the company’s 
ninety employees were initially shocked. However 
after further consideration, many decided that it may 
be worth the life change and made the commitment to 
move to Las Vegas. 

After a night of socializing with employees, the man-
agement decided to compile employee ideas about 
company culture. Requests were made to employees 
to submit their ideas on what the company culture 
should be and the Zappos Culture Book was created. 
Over the years it has become an evolving manifesto 
that has been made available to both employees and 
the public. 

Hsieh’s friend and business consultant Jenn Lim con-
tributed her thoughts to the Zappos Culture Book, 
and in her essay described several key ideas that other 
companies should consider if interested in starting 
their own culture book:

1. The Culture Book is not about the book—it is 
about the culture. The values embodied in the 
book should not just be about office culture, but 
about the company’s outlook on life in general. 

2. It is a short-term expense, long-term investment. 
Once a company has a culture, they must invest 
in it both financially and emotionally for it to take 
hold. 

3. Make it available to everyone. Similar to Zappos’s 
Culture Book, make information and ideas pub-
licly available. 

4. Give evangelists a voice. Not only should employ-
ees have input, the offer should be extended to cus-

tomers, partners and vendors as well. 

5. A word is a word, and a picture is worth a thou-
sand, but a brand is worth a million. If a company 
stays true to its values and mission statement, the 
words and images will speak for themselves. 

6. Not all cultures are the same. Create a unique, 
company specific culture. 

7. Evolve. Be prepared for changes and be adaptable 
to them. 

Throughout Hsieh’s career, he has 
held steadfastly to the belief in the 
power of good customer service and 
the impact of real human contact. 
This belief is what has propelled 
Zappos to its high market position, 
making it the gold standard for cus-

tomer service. To improve customer service, Hsieh 
believes that companies must follow these ten steps:

1. Make customer service a priority for the whole 
company, not just one department. 

2. Turn “WOW” into a verb that is part of the com-
pany’s everyday vocabulary.

3. Empower and trust customer service reps.

4. Realize that it is acceptable to “fire” customers who 
are insatiable, or who abuse employees. 

5. Do not measure call times, do not force employees 
to upsell, and do not use scripts. 

6. Do not hide the company’s 800 number. It should 
serve as a message for both customers and employ-
ees. 

7. View each call as an investment in building a cus-
tomer service brand, not as an expense that must 
be minimized. 

8. Have the entire company celebrate great service. 

9. Find and hire people who are already passionate 
about customer service. 

10. Give great service to everyone: customers, em-
ployees, and vendors. 

Again, in addition to the company’s mantra being 
based upon superior customer service, corporate 

And just like that, the idea for the Zappos Culture Book was 
born, and it’s been a part of Zappos ever since. Every year, a 
new edition of the Zappos Culture Book is produced, which 
we give out to prospective employees, vendors, and even 
customers.
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culture has also been a key factor in differentiating 
Zappos from other companies. The culture was a 
large part of the reason that so many employees relo-
cated to Las Vegas and were willing to change their 
lives for their jobs. Creating core values was impor-
tant to Hsieh and the executive team, and after many 
contributions and iterations, Zappos distributed their 
final list of core values:

• Deliver “WOW” through service

• Embrace and drive change

• Create fun and a little weirdness

• Be adventurous, creative, and open-minded

• Pursue growth and learning

• Build open and honest relationships with commu-
nication

• Build a positive team and family spirit

• Do more with less

• Be passionate and determined

• Be humble

Section 3: Profits, Passion, and Purpose
Taking It to the Next Level

Eventually, Zappos became a household name and 
was recognized as the top online e-commerce site for 
shoes. Hsieh was also gaining greater visibility and 
exposure in the media for his role in building the 
company from the ground up. In 2009, the company 
hit its seemingly unreachable goal of $1 billion in 
gross merchandise sales—a year ahead of schedule—
and was also named to Fortune magazine’s “100 Best 
Companies to Work For.” 

All of the hardship, sacrifice, and hard work made 
July 22, 2009 all the more sweet when Hsieh offi-
cially announced that Zappos had been acquired 
by Amazon.com for more than $1.2 billion. In an 
employee-wide email and ensuing meeting two 
days after the announcement, Hsieh took the time to 
describe the transaction in detail, answer lingering 
questions, and reassure employees that the Zappos 
culture and way of doing business would remain the 
same. 

End Game

In seeing the evolution of Zappos and realizing the 

importance of keeping both customers and employ-
ees happy, Hsieh has since dedicated more time to 
studying the science of happiness. Hsieh believes that 
asking oneself what one’s goals are in life and follow-
ing up with a simple “why?” can be the framework 
for discovering what someone truly wants to achieve. 
He posits that true happiness is based on four things: 

1. Perceived control

2. Perceived progress

3. Connectedness

4. Vision (Being part of something bigger than your-
self)

It is Hsieh’s hope that people will benefit from his 
book both personally and professionally, and that it 
will help them to explore the pursuit of their own 
happiness. Hsieh has achieved a level of financial suc-
cess and freedom that very few people will realize in 
their lifetimes, but the true success lies in his dedica-
tion to creating happiness for himself and for those 
around him. His hope is that he inspires readers to 
make their customers happier, make employees hap-
pier, and most importantly, make themselves happier. 
He remains true to himself and what he considers to 
be Zappos’s higher purpose: delivering happiness to 
the world. 

g g g g

Features of the Book
Reading Time: 10-12 hours, 253 pages

Delivering Happiness by Tony Hsieh offers a close 
look at the author’s life and the personal and profes-
sional characteristics that make him one of the most 
successful entrepreneurs and business executives in 
the industry today. As the CEO of Zappos, Hsieh has 
created a company that has become a de facto market 
leader, and has simultaneously created a corporate 
culture that every other company should emulate. 

Hsieh takes readers through his life, from childhood 
and his formative years, to his first job at Oracle. The 
lessons he learned along the way shaped his vision for 
what a successful company should be.
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Hsieh learned early on that humor and happiness 
were the keys to having a successful and motivated 
workforce, and for keeping loyalty among customers. 
In his book, Hsieh shares his insight into creating a 
corporate culture, delivering better customer service, 
and finding a balance between a satisfying profes-
sional and personal life. 
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