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Proactive Communication Mode (PMC) of Zappos: The 8ccess
of Consumer Engagement

ABSTRACT

The internet is filled with successful stories thmespire others to work hard. Zappos build
a strong brand based on proactive communicatioppda is a success story not just
because of the financial gain, but also becausprtbective communication model (PMC)
the company used. The proactive communication moefelrs to the degree of which
employees anticipate the consumers' needs ancsle¥ife emphasize the importance| of
consumer engagement on that communication moddi@mdhis model helped the brand|to
success. The brand starts the communication prdoassthe time when the company
chooses the employees. We propose the flow of @ Bt the end. For the current study,
the critics of the brand strategy, conclusions, arahagerial implications will be under
discusion.

Keywords: Zappos, brand, communication, brand building, aastoengagement

INTRODUCTION

The turning point for Zappos — an online retail gho was when the brand decided to go
beyond selling shoes to create consumers’ engadefm@ppiness to consumers and
employees. The name started with Nick Swinmurn9@9lafter trying to find a pair of shoes
in several stores. He believed that the interndtassolution for finding the right shoes in the
market at the right price. Moreover, around theeséime Tony Hsieh — an American internet
entrepreneur- and Alfred Lin — an American ventoapitalist -sold Link Exchange, ad-
banner business, to Microsoft for $265 million. ¥hein Zappos in 2000 as co-CEO and
CFO [1]. The idea of Hsieh is to build a happy erdtand proactive communication in the
company. Moreover, he wanted to create an envirohiiat could be a success in today's
competitive market. The two entrepreneur want tddba new concept of retailing. The
company brand evolved in 2009 from "personal emmafioconnection” to "delivering
happiness" [2]. Zappos went beyond marketing bramdell happiness by creating proactive
communication. The company builds the brand whigpehds on e-commerce, social
commerce, and proactive communication.

Brand's lifecycle and a good relationship with aoners' depend on communication. The
Proactive Communication Mod¢PCM) helps the company to understand consumets an
employees. In general, there are two types of comation: passive and proactive
communication. Further, the proactive communicatmovides relevant information to
consumers based on the anticipated needs of tiseic@ms [3]. Also, the ability to anticipate
information needs of consumers is highly importg#jt This type of communication may
provide more information than what consumers ask#tereas, passive communication
refers to provide a reply to the question the cores ask [3]. Therefore, consumers used to
be passive when they interact with employees aadds. However, consumers are expected
to engage more with the brands than ever befotieeatechnology advanced [5].

Brand engagement refers to the level of an indaidwstomer's motivation, cognitive and
behavioral activity in brand interaction [6]. Conser brand engagement is the core concept
of PCM because engagement can be seen as the irgpeattions and communication with a
brand that provide strengthen the emotional, plys&nd psychological of consumers [5].
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Also, engagement is a prospect's interactive withrharketing communications to predict
the sales effects. The brand engagement refetsetinteraction between the brand and the
consumers. Consumers' engagement goes beyond tfagima different marketing channels
to motivate the consumers to invest into the refeship with the brand [7]. Engagement is
referring to the relational resources (e.g. trum® optimized within the virtual social
networks. The resources motivate consumers to shi@menation to reduce uncertainty, gain
insights and obtain services [8]. Several studigbeé past emphasize the critical environment
of engagement experience in the virtual environn@nt

The online engagement can be defined as cognitiee adfects commitment to an active
relationship with a brand [5]. As noted above, @@pis engaging the consumers into the
brand by personalizing the brand via proactive comigation.

Therefore, this study will examine the successoigcbf Zappos emphasizing on how the
company succeeds in building the brand engagemarreactive communication. For the
current study, there will be few theories to citicand analysis Zappos brand strategies. The
author of the present study also uses consumergengat and e-WOM to explain the
consumers’ behavior regarding the brand. The saamite of this study is to propose
Proactive Communication Model (PCM) and to hightige hidden side of Zappos success
story.

This study has three essential goals, first: tomema the success factors of Zappos
emphasizing on how the company succeeds in builtfiagorand engagement via proactive
communication. Second: and to explain the consurmelsavior regarding the brand. Third:
criticize and analyze the Zappos brand strategiesthe present study, the author has used
few theories of consumer engagement and e-WOM ¢oraplish the study goals. Finally,
this study proposing the Proactive Communicatiord®¢PCM) and highlighting the hidden
side of Zappos success story.

SUCCESS FACTORS OF ZAPPOS

In 2000, the internet bubble was the end of mamgpamies [20]. During that times [2] tried
everything possible to ensure Zappos survival, [2pdlid make it survive. [2] focused on
costumes, and [2] commented: "We realized thatbiggest vision would be to build the
Zappos brand to be about the very best consuméceef2]. [2] truly believed that creating
a culture inside the company would lead to buildimg brand to be the very best in consumer
service by its own. The company co-created withr tamployees the core values. In 2006,
they listed ten core values as follows: 1. DeliVg©OW through Consumer Service; 2.
Embrace and Drive Change; 3. Create Fun and aelVfkirdness; 4. Be Adventurous,
Creative and Open-minded; 5. Pursue Growth andnimgyr 6. Build Open and Honest
Relationships with Communication; 7. Build a Pagitfeam and Family Spirit; 8. Do More
with Less; 9. Be Passionate and Determined; an&d&®umble [2].

Zappos has a unique culture, and the company tairegie employees to maintain that
culture. For example, the job interview includedriy quizzes, personality/fit questions,
and crossword puzzles that focused on Zappos' éssirAlso, each employee has to
start from the Consumer Loyalty Team (C.L.T) redgsd of his/her role in the future to
build a strong PCM. They spent at least two weaklidgntg to consumers on the phone to
understand their needs and desires. Moreover, ¢ipe nhanagement needs their
employees to communicate and understand the comsurequests. The call center in
the company was the starting point for everyone.

In 2007, [2] read many books about happiness including "Happirt¢ypothesis" by
Jonathan Haidt and invited the author for a trgjniourse on the topic. "Science of
HappinesslOl" was one of the most popular classes in thaitrg program. Moreover,
the concept of happiness in the company does ravearound?2]. Further, explains
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"For any company, movement, religion or whatever, iféleeone person that personifies
it, then that puts that company or vision at rikat's why it needs to be about a
movement, not about a person or even a specifipaag” Alexandra Jacobs, [1]. Thus,
Zappos wants teommunicate happiness to consumers. The compamy lenzolved in
2009 from "personal emotional connection” to "dedimg happiness[2]. The company
went beyond marketing mix (product, price, promiofiplace) to promote the idea of
happiness among employees and customerg2bwjants to deliver happiness beyond
Zappos doors, and wrote a book about happinessiamed it "Delivering Happiness."
In the late 2000s, companies started to contagb@&o learn how to apply happiness in
their environment. Therefore, the concept thatd@plied to the brand went beyond
business to touch the consumers' [2fe

The core value number is “6”: build an open and dsbnrelationship with
communication. Also, all employees start from Clolunderstand and communicate
with their consumers. The company has unique coaslgarvice and communication
model. For example, consumers have 365 returniligyp@ree shipping both ways, 24/7
consumer services, toll-free phone number, andgtassie in reaching competitors if the
company could not satisfy the requEgt As the company grew, the happiness culture
became more important. Also, seventy-five percdnZappos sales are from repeat
consumers, and they ordered 2.5 times the amoantngw consumers ordered in 12
months [2].

Facilitating the Proactive Communication Model with SNS (Social Network Sites)

The emergence of social media has spurred the igraitelectronic word-of-mouth
communication (e-WOM). Consumers, especially thenger generations, are spending an
unprecedented amount of time online. Therefore, dhkne environment has become an
important channel of communication, gaining promirein the recent years. The companies
are using new concepts and different strategieth®advantages and to built a strong brand.
For instance, e- commerce market has high competénd many companies want to get a
market share of that market. For example, Facebdb&, online social networking
application, has more than 175 million active usassof January 2009 - and every minute,
ten hours of video content uploaded to YouTube.[10]

Zappos depend on social commerce, social commiumricand social networking sites
(SNS). SNS is changing the online market in whiohsumers can be more involved and
proactive [11]. Many companies offer their produitteough social commerce which allow
the product and the consumers to connect througtedemk, Twitter, etc. The social
commerce can be defined as "the use of social tdofjies to connect, listen, understand,
and engage in improving the shopping experiencg]. [BNS and social commerce have
transformed the shopping experience and providpmdrs a platform to advocate for their
favorite product or service. For example, a recewidy revealed that 62% of the US
consumers read consumers reviews and 80% of tlweseimers said that these studies had
affected their buying intention [13]. Also, amorge ttop 100 companies 79% has a Facebook
page, 69% Twitter, and 59% have both [14]. Morep¥ai% of the consumers said they
would visit SNS to search for and discuss holiddtyideas, and 29% of them stated that they
would buy the product there in a survey conductedimerican Marketing Association [15].
From the previous studies, it can be suggested $N$ users are not familiar with
purchasing through these mediums. For example, béageusers are not familiar with
buying products on Facebook. They see the prodiket,it and recommend it to friends.
However, companies’ strategy is to direct consunertheir website where they can make
the transaction. Moreover, according to [16], inetrusers spend more time on Facebook
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than they spend on Google, Yahoo, YouTube, Wikipeaid Amazon combined. Also, [16]
mentioned that 33 percent of Facebook users aam @ffa brand, and 60 percent of these
consumers are more likely to purchase or recomnt@adriend after "liking" the product. A
recent report found that 60% of all retailer satethe US will involve the web by 2017 [17].
The total online retail sales will reach 370$ bitli(10% of the total retail sales 3.6$ trillion)
by the end of 2017 [17].

These days’ the companies are paying more attetdgiadvertising and to communicate
with consumers online. However, consumers opt eueil messages because they are
not interested or bombarded by messages [19]. Farws consumers who are most
likely to listen to messages online would improve tcommunication effectiveness.
Distinctive messages can be distributed to haven@amum impact.

Call center

Zappos did not use fancy and expensive tools taterand build their brand. The
company used the call center as a strategic brgridwl [20]. Also, call center helped
the company to serve the consumers and to spreatiofronouth. For example, Zappos
fielded 5,000 to 6,000 calls a day. Also, theiriggek are not scripted, and calls have no
time limit [i.e. 5hours’ record][2]. Suggestedour best branding tool, as unsexy and low-
tech as it may sound, it telephone. And if we dei interaction right, it's something they
remember, maybe for the rest tfeir life, and tell their friends and family [21]. As
mentioned earlier, the new employees would spend weeks at the call center to
understand the brand and to know how to respondferent situations. Therefore, Zappos is
using the call center to build the brand.

Twitter

Twitter helped Zappos to connect with consumers emgloyees. The company launched
Twitter accounts (@zappos/employeasd followed all staffs that have a Twitter aacbu
Also, the company wants to get closer to consuméfisen clients follow employees on
Twitter, that increasehe time consumers spent with the brand. Moreopenple felt a
personal connectiomwith Zappos through Twitter. In 2010, 499 employees weseg
Twitter and 1.6 million people were followirjg] account. The company went the extra mile
and created a website called Twitter. Zappos.coreravtpeople can look at Tweets and
browse through them. The company policy in blogging micro-blogging is tase the best
judgments, meet the standard of behavior T2le company does not care about employees'
negative comments; the company wants to know tmeptaints ad to address them. Any
employee in the company can post a tweet. Thisnigoe empowers the employees to
communicate with consumers and give them the fr@etio tweet and spread e-WOM on
Twitter. Thus, this proactive communication chaniadbws consumers to observe the
company's internal environment. Alsbwitter gives the consumer look at the company’s
ethics and humanizes the brand as wdier&fore Zappos utilize Twitter and empower their
employees to communicate with consumers.

Videos

The company used blogs and other methods to breadaieos about the company from
inside to humanize the brand and to make it a l@dirand. The first few videos were to
answer questions about the life at Zappos. The aamgpas now 187 videos that been
viewed two million times [22]. These videos wer@wbut among consumers and none-
consumers. Also, the videos show the employees exirgyvthe calls and fulfilling orders.
Moreover, consumers can see the employees' woskearphone calls and enjoy the time to
work day and night. Consumers can also learn moogitafrom where they buy the product
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and how employees handle the phone calls. Thusyitle®s are windows into the internet
company's work environment.

METHODOLOGY

In this study, we used qualitative techniques teeha uniformed model of marketing
communication. We reviewed previous literatureitetsthe company website, read company
publications, and interview experts in communiaagioto understand Zappos proactive
communication model and how does it work. The nedea is filling the gap in the literature
about the proactive communication in successful paomes. Next, we are presenting the
propositions of the communication model.

Zappo's Proactive Communication Model (PCM)

There is no precise definition of proactive comneation [5]. The researcher defines the
proactive communication as the communication podest anticipates the consumers' needs
and desires. Zappos uses internal and externabaeto communicate with their consumers
proactively.

Proposition 1. Internal method: Zappos recruit high skilled employees and have fun,
productive environment, and clear reward programs.

Zappos has exceptional ways to build their brandenalhe CEO, Tony Hsieh, is trying to
build the brand inside and outside the companypdagstarts hiring from inside the right
employees, who's suitable for the job requiremelfts.example, one of the questions in the
interview is "do you consider yourself lucky?" thfe answer is no, the employee might not
get the job because that sort of question detesrtime person happiness in his personal life.
Then, Zappos give the employees the appropriateiriga for the job. Employees are
answering consumers’ phone calls for two-four weekeen if the job does not require
working answering phone calls. The aim of thisnirag is to understand the business and get
the core value of Zappos. At the end of the trgnthe employees are giving the opportunity
to leave the job and get $2000 to show how muctethployees are enthusiastic about the
job. After that training, the employees have treeffom to be on SNS such as Twitter and
they have to maintain their behavior and what twayte. They should use their best
judgment as directgd]. Thus, the company starts from inside before tiepeyond that.

The employees have free food and recreation cargile the company's campus to provide
the best environment for the employees. It is amrdor many people to work in that
environment. Consumers can see and engage in ribat gnvironment through the videos
that have been posted on Zappos channel and thdoywsmp Twitter accounts [22].
Consumers can comment on the videos and re-twektreyply to employees’ tweets.
Moreover, these videos and tweets attract consutoevssit the channels, and that would
create a sense of community among consumers [2Rjp@s want consumers to come back
not only to see the new products offering but atseee the newest videos and tweets about
Zappos. The company wants to allow consumers tb da®tionally connected with the
brand [24]. Thus, Zappos utilized the work envir@eminto build the brand.

Zappos has many different programs for employeegreav and to reward. All of the
programs that Zappos offers are compelling to th@leyees. For instance, the most taken
course is "Science of Happiness 101". The go#iisefcourse is to deliver the WOW factor
to the consumers. The success of Zappos to buwelthriind is to make the consumers come
back after purchase. Zappos, as mentioned eatbes not manufacture any produyget, but
the services they deliver exceed the consumer &dqpats. For example, repeat consumers
had higher average orders than the new consuméme it2 months following a purchaldg.
Also, managers are required to spendti@enty percent otheir timehangingout with their
team members to recognitiee problemsearly and react quickly. All these factors help
consumers to get the optimal experience and to eymriml consumers' expectations
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because of the interact with skilled employees [2].

Proposition 2: Outside method: Zappos is building the brand through delivering the highest
consumers experience.

Consumers experiengeoducts in Zappos risk-free by offering free slmgpboth ways and
356 days’ refunds. Zappos wants to reach consuatetiseir convenience time, and they
provide 24/7 consumer service. Moreover, Zappossdeot manufacture any of their
products yet. However, they deliver the highestscomer service, and that drive many
consumers to switch from their local store in tleener to Zappos. Most of the consumers
can find the same products at different offline amline store at bargain prices, but they
choose Zappos for the experience. Therefore, Zadptesentiates itself with the level of
experience, communication and the service theyigeov

[25] specified six dimensions of "experience rooniysical artifacts, intangible artifacts,
technology, consumer placement, consumer involvénmerd interaction with employees.
[25] Defined consumers experience as the consunmégipretation of their experience with
the brand. Zappos want to co-create consumer experi by engaging them everyday
workday. Physical artifacts exist when the compdmgs physical signs and symbols
necessary to create the experience. Zappos weltgltthe logo can be physical artifacts.
The second dimension is intangible artifacts. Téspect includes brand reputation,
mental image, and norms. They lead consumers te hapositive feeling towards the
brand. If we apply this concept to Zappos, they lardgding happiness culture as their
intangible artifacts. The third dimension is teclogy, and it refers to the technological
methods and tools for consumers to interact. Is dvinension, Zappos has features for
consumers to have the optimal experience. For ebeampnsumers can watch a video
for the product in the movie, and also they hayereyriate measures for shoes to ensure
consumers get the right size. Consumers' placersetiie fourth dimension in this
model, and it means how consumers are position#eeitorand. Consumers' placements
related to the presence of consumers around thedbreor example, Zappos is
presenting actual consumers in their Twitter act@amd YouTube videos to increase
consumers’ placement. The fifth dimension is corstsninvolvement, and it refers to
the interaction between the consumer, stimulus, siuction. For example, Zappos is
showing consumers reviews and comments to increassumer’s placement. The last
dimension is interaction with employees which migffect the brand reputation. They
empower consumers to have the highest interactidh the employees via social
network sites. Thus, all of these dimensions mhkeptoactive communication stronger.

DISCUSSION

PCM can occur in a different setting when consunse@rch, evaluate, consume and
dispose of the brand. In this study, the researblsranalysis consumers' proactive
communication with Zappos brand. The researchewgrhis analysis from prior
research such as [26] brand experience and [25¢rBrans of experience. Also, the
researcher looked at electronic word-of-mouth (eMy@19] model tocritically evaluate
the brand.All these concepts helped Zappos empower consureerso-create the
experience.

Zappos brand not only creates communication betw#en consumers and the
employees, but also it promotes this culture oetggldoors. Zappos built a strong brand
with proactive communication. One of the core valoé Zappos is: to build open and
honest relationships with communicati¢gh]. The CEO added that they increase
efficiency by increasing communication, buildingidt, and creating friendshig4].
Moreover, the companyformulates their consumers experience on proactive
communication.
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Zappostransfersthe PCM to advertis the brand. It is an inexpensiaad efficient wayto

promote the brand. That is why all the employee® i@ knw basic skills in communicatii

with all consumers. Manpast studie discuss happy culture and foundake in research
where the studies emphasiztéte importance of the brand's communication moThe

researcher argudbat Zappos built their brand experience on hagsiand communicatio

as well. The researcher thmthat communication mediums such as Twitter, YouT watrel

call center help consumers @emgage withtheir brand. These different mediums capt
different dimensions ofhe consumes' life and ca use multiple mediums tincrease their
engagement.

MANAGERIAL IMPLICATIONS

The implication of this study is that PCM model ktbbe applied to compaes who work in
the complicated environmer The communication procesis an essential part of tl
company’s success. Managers have to build a syrdt@gtheir communication with the
employees and customers inside the company. manager$ave to build another strate
to communicat with consumers. These both strategies habe alignedwvith each othr and
support the PCM.

The researcherso argueghat the communication does not usually start ftbencompan
as the traditional communication model prop: [27]. The researchethinks that the
proactive communicatiolgould start at ey point and from the consumess well as the
employees. Also, thalirection of that communicion is not unidimensional, it is

multidimensional. Figure. Inight give a clear viewof how this nodel works. The
communication in this modeloes nc start from top to bottom or from one point to areot
It could startfrom any point and feedback is embedin the process. In this modeave

noise as it was introduceish the traditional model. However, due tmnsumes' high
engagement the sound is legtective.

Figure 1: proactive communication model (PCM

;’ Zappos: CEO, CFO, |
| Employees, Call

} Center (CLT),

\\ Websites

/TN

Others:
Competitiors,
General
Population

SNSs: Twitter,
Facebook, Youtube

Present,

Customers: past,
Prospective

IMPLICATION AND CONCLUSION
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PCM can be duplicated with other company and witienindustry. Zappos created many
points of contact rather single contact which dases the time to response to the consumers
and creates a variety of responses. For exampke,cibnsumer sends a question through
Twitter, one tweet from an employee answer parthef question and another tweet from
another employee give the consumer beyond his igne3the employees are anticipating the
consumer's needs to achieve the proactive comntignicaThe answer not always from the
employee, consumers camswer the question too, because it is in publimano and
anyone can answer the question. As the researchatianed above the consumer’s
experience, which can be defined as the consurmé€mpretation of their experience
with the brand [25]. The brand experience couldleped based on this communication
process [28].

It is crucial for online brands to be humanized éwd as human being. Being human
that means the brand has to have personality amliogers view the brand based on that
personality. Brand personality can be defined d® "set of human characteristics
associated with the brand" [29]. PCM process cooidld and shape the brand
characteristics. The consumers can see, hear@nchgnicate with the brand in two
ways directions. They know, they can rely on onpptes because there will be someone
to answer their questions 24/7. Also, they can wathat is going on inside the brand by
looking at a couple of streaming the videos on Mdhda. [30] explain that virtual
consumption fit nomadic characteristics people andble global consumers to gain
access to products and services without transpbus, the consumers can see the brand
as a person as they see themselves in the onlind.wo

While the present study contributes to the emerdiogly of literature on online
communication and buying behavior, this study i$ without limitations. The author
reviewed one case, and in future research, thamaser would include more brands. The
researcher believes there are many brands and osspaho are trying to imitate that
model, but there are not visible as Zappos. It bellsuggested for the future research, to
know brands and stores who imitate their model seqlicated this model. As the
researcher mentioned above, there are many conspaorm¢acted Zappos in late 2000 to
learn about the happiness model, and the resedrvelieves there are other brands who
are copying the communication model.
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