
 

WHAT DO THEY WANT? 
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Zumiez embraces customer-first decision making 

One of the benefits of youth, some would argue, is the ability to see things not as 

they‟ve always been, but more as they really are — and as they could be. 

Such was the happy convergence between Zumiez, a retailer with a youth-centric 

culture, and a couple of fresh technology system providers unfettered by legacy and 

tradition. 

Zumiez offers apparel, footwear, accessories and hard goods for the 

skateboard/snowboard/action sports crowd. If they‟re not on your radar, it‟s because 

you‟re not on theirs. Founded in 1978 in Seattle, the company has 592 stores in the 

United States and 42 in Canada — each aimed solely at reaching its target 

audience. 

“Zumiez has a very intense sales culture in the store,” says Jerry Rightmer, 

executive vice president and chief product and strategy officer of Starmount, a 

provider of in-store mobile technology. 

“The people who work there know what they‟re doing. It‟s so refreshing compared 

with a lot of retailers that hire people who don‟t really identify with the brand. It‟s just 

a job. But at Zumiez, they‟re brand evangelists. They know their merchandise. They 

live and breathe the brand, and the day before those associates were hired, they 

were probably already Zumiez customers.” 

That means Zumiez sales associates relate on a personal level with the store‟s 

customers. Up until recently, however, the tools to best manage those relationships 

were missing. 

AN INVISIBLE COMPONENT 

http://www.zumiez.com/
http://www.starmount.com/


Seeking vendors who could bring change to the organization, Zumiez came across 

Starmount at an industry conference. At that point, the retailer was simply looking for 

components. But as the relationship grew, Zumiez became the first retailer to use 

Starmount as a complete store replacement — replacing point of sale, inventory and 

all store operations — rather than just an omnichannel platform. 

 

The fact that Starmount came of age at a time when retailers are starting to 

understand omnichannel meant the company could easily design systems from the 

ground up. 

“The ability to deal with distributed inventory, incorporating digital content, suggested 

selling, all the digital components of shopping, along with the in-store components, 

and then wrapping all of that around the concept of customer journeys: We had the 

luxury of building that in from day one,” Rightmer says. 

Starmount and Zumiez began working together a few years ago; SalesWarp, 

completing the picture with its distributed order management software, joined the 

effort in 2015, in time for a multi-store pilot. A full rollout to all Zumiez locations is 

pending. 

Troy Brown, executive vice president of e-commerce and omnichannel at Zumiez, 

says early results have been encouraging. 

“The new systems have helped reduce some operational friction through tighter 

integration,” Brown says. “From a customer experience perspective, we are able to 

meet their specific product needs more often, we‟ve increased the speed of order 

delivery and we can provide a more personal experience by shipping products 

directly from a customer‟s local store.” 

https://www.saleswarp.com/


Ad hoc processes and legacy systems have been replaced with a more consistent 

and engaging experience; customers feel better when they are known and catered 

to, regardless of the touchpoint. 

“No customer has ever thought about a shopping experience from an „omnichannel‟ 

point of view,” says Rory Hudson, vice president of information technology at 

Zumiez. “Instead, customers interact with Zumiez using a variety of methods — 

through the website, with a salesperson in a store, via a catalog, or whatever mix of 

methods they choose. As part of this process, the customer expects a certain 

experience from the brand, and expects that experience to be the same, regardless 

of which mode of interaction they choose. 

 “Technology‟s role is to ensure a seamless experience, while being an invisible, 

non-intrusive part of the interaction,” he says. “In many cases, the only reason the 

customer brings up technology is when they‟re not receiving the seamless brand 

experience they expect.” 

One of the most significant parts of that seamless experience is the new ability to 

ship from all Zumiez stores. 

“Their stores were running on a 20-year-old point-of-sale system,” says David Potts, 

SalesWarp founder and CEO. “SalesWarp was designed to interface with both old 

and new systems, and could really put all of the omnichannel pieces together: the 

distributed order management, a single customer service view and in-store 

fulfillment applications. As they‟re going through this transition, we had all of those 

pieces, and they could see that we could build the additional pieces they wanted 

pretty quickly.” 

He does mean quickly. Zumiez not only wanted the ability to sell and deliver 

inventory from each store; it also wanted to show in-store inventory on its e-

commerce site. Previously, all items sold on the company‟s website came from a 

single warehouse. SalesWarp‟s agility allowed a working prototype to be developed 

in just four months; after two months of testing, the rollout began. 

 ‘CULTURAL FIT’ 



This past holiday season, the proof was in the Christmas pudding. Thanks to the 

real-time inventory view of all Zumiez stores and its warehouse, the volume of 

visible inventory for sale was more than 15 times greater than the previous year. 

Hudson says Zumiez selects vendors based on a carefully defined set of principles 

— and one of those principles is cultural fit. 

“We place a premium on vendors that share our values,” he says. “We rely on those 

values to ensure we succeed with each of our technology projects. We also look for 

vendors with strong relevant expertise, a passion for their craft and a common 

understanding of our vision.” 

Working with Zumiez “has taught me quite a bit about what to ask my other 

customers about how they choose to personally engage,” Rightmer says. “We spend 

a lot of time thinking about features we want to provide, about the technology and 

the architecture. And we even spend significant time thinking about the sales 

associates and how they relate to our software. But Zumiez has helped us 

understand that it‟s a three-party relationship. 

“The sales associate is only interacting with our software because they‟re also 

interacting with the consumer,” he says. “We need to know how we fit into that 

relationship. We‟re playing a supporting role.” 

Starmount tries not to customize software unless it‟s “absolutely necessary for some 

unique engagement process,” Rightmer says. Instead, the company‟s customers — 

including Urban Outfitters and Pep Boys — benefit from everything learned along 

the way. 

Brown has been learning, too. The experience — specifically the multi-store pilot — 

helped confirm the Zumiez belief that the customer should remain at the center of 

the decision-making process. 

“Customers‟ expectations are rising,” he says. “They want what they want, when 

they want it, how they want it, and they want it fast. During the pilot, we were able to 



observe the system handling a wide variety of customer experiences. We tested 

during peak times to get a full view of the capabilities.” 

For example, shipping orders from each store “presented a big challenge, with 

multiple points of origin, multiple destinations and tight holiday shipping windows — 

all while the stores were seeing peak traffic levels.” 

Naturally, a few needed adjustments surfaced in terms of performance and the user 

interface, and fine-tuning will continue. The thing about youthful energy, 

determination and creativity, after all, is that it often long outlasts its older 

counterparts. 

 


