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Everyone dreams of having a ‘eureka’ moment at
some point, experiencing a life-changing flash of
brilliant thinking. This often happens in the bath,

where water helps people relax, encouraging creative
thinking.

For Jerry Stefani, founder and chairman of casual footwear
brand Zipz, it was slightly different.

Zipz has risen to prominence as a result of offering young
(and young-at-heart) consumers interchangeable uppers
with one pair of shoes. The base stays the same, but, when
school is over, say, a black shoe can quickly become a
fabulous, fashionable fuschia number for joining friends on
a trip to the shopping mall.

The appeal of this to young consumers who crave
constant innovation is obvious, but how to make the
changeover fast, safe, effective and affordable? Jerry Stefani
was in the process of winding down his previous business,
manufacturing carpets, when he began to wrestle with this
very question.

He was more or less retired, he recalls, when he got into
a conversation one evening with someone he met on a
business trip. Talk turned to the shift in manufacturing from
the US to China and Mr Stefani said that after living through
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An answer to changing
teenage tastes

Zipz founder, Jerry Stefani.
CREDIT: ZIPZ SYSTEM

A boring black shoe can become a pink argyle
number after school. CREDIT: ZIPZ SYSTEM
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great changes that had affected the
carpet market, he would not want to
become involved in another
manufacturing operation, in China or
anywhere else.

The woman he was talking to said
she would be happy to set up a
footwear manufacturing operation in
China, as long as the shoes she was
producing were for girls. Parents were
always buying shoes for their
daughters, she said, and she insisted
that when she was growing up, she
herself had owned at least 20 pairs at
one time.

“It was at that point that I said it
would make more sense to
manufacture one shoe that you could
change to match whatever clothes
you were wearing,” Jerry Stefani
explains. “So she asked the obvious
question, how would you make the
change from one style to another, and
I just said that perhaps a button
would work.”

That was the end of the
conversation, and the Zipz founder
says now that he was not conscious
of devoting further thinking time to
the question in the days that
followed. Nevertheless, a few nights
later, he woke with a start at two

o’clock and realised he had found the
answer—the clue is in the name he
gave his new company.

The first year, spanning 2005 and
2006, was “chaos” by his own
admission, but the breakthrough for
Zipz came last year and Mr Stefani
believes the buzz will last for some
time to come. Options are infinite; he
says he will work to stay abreast of
what is infusing the footwear market
with fun, and offer uppers that tap
into that. Shoes need never be boring
again, he claims.

Merchandising market
Popular ideas so far have included

special holiday uppers, for Christmas
and Halloween, for example, and
some deals with Disney and
Dreamworks. These last agreements
have led to Zipz styles becoming part
of the great merchandising
extravaganza that rolls into place
every time there is a new hit film:
Shrek and Kung Fu Panda for
Dreamworks, and the Wizards of
Waverly Place for Disney are real-life,
recent examples.

There are ideas in the pipeline for
taking the concept into music
merchandising; a company recently

approached Mr Stefani and offered a
licensing deal covering 50 top bands.
“We haven’t gone to anybody,” he
insists. “Disney talked to us;
Dreamworks came to us. We hadn’t
thought to do anything like this for a
couple of years. Now we have eight
trade-marks, we have manufacturing
partners in China, one in Mexico that
went into production in May and
another in Brazil who will start in
June. We also have eight international
distribution agreements signed.”

One of his partners, Ian Dickinson,
runs a UK footwear distribution
business, Nova Shoe Company, and is,
according to the Zipz chairman, doing
a great job of bring the idea to the
European market.

From Mr Dickinson’s point of view,
the Zipz story is a good one to take to
retailers; he likes the fact that it’s not
“just another ‘me-too’ Ugg boot”. And
as the brand grows, more and more
retail groups are approaching him,
asking to stock the shoes.

The brand has been on trial
already in stores run by the
successful and (in the UK) ubiquitous
JD Sports chain. But department store
John Lewis and dedicated mid-
market footwear retail group Russell

Zipz shoes come with one
shoe base and two sets of
uppers, but the options
are infinite.
CREDIT: ZIPZ SYSTEM
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and Bromley are also interested. One
UK retailer has asked about bringing
the shoes to market there as part of a
special internet venture.

This is a pattern that’s repeating
itself in Greece and much of eastern
Europe, in important Asian markets
such as Japan, the Philippines,
Malaysia and Singapore, in Canada
and—through the manufacturing
partners it has in place already—in
Central and South America.

New lease of life
The p lant  in  Mexico  i s  run by

an established, family-owned,
Guanajuato manufacturing firm that
made high-end ladies’ fashion
footwear for 70 years. Zipz has given
it a much-needed new lease of life,
but it is playing its part too, by
embracing the brand enthusiastically
and investing in new technology. 

The best example of the
advancements this company has
invested in is laser technology that
will help it make sure it gets the zip in
exactly the right place on every shoe
it makes. This is the sort of precision
that Mr Stefani insists will set his
brand apart.

He acknowledges without any
prompting that the idea in itself of
putting zips on footwear is far from

new; he dates it back to 1919 or 1920.
However, the zip is an integral part of
what he has tried to do with the idea
that came about as a result of his
casual conversation that time, which
makes it essential for partner
manufacturers to use high-quality zips
(“they’re the best—YKK helped us,” he
says) and the technology to apply
them correctly.

The end-result is a shoe that he
describes as difficult to make, but this
hasn’t stopped three imitators from
bringing their own version to market
already in the short time Zipz has
been running. “We’ve taken two of
the three out already,” the chairman
says. “One of them was a Korean firm
that had made this ugly, big, black
shoe that they managed to get into a
major US retailer until we stopped
them. This is patented technology.”

Healthy options
The health of children’s feet has

always been a concern for footwear
providers, and with the popularity of
casual shoes among young consumers
now, this is an aspect that Zipz has
had to consider carefully. Jerry Stefani
explains: “We have met with
podorthists, and we will come out

with a shoe that they will help us
design. It will have a special
appliance built into the design—
basically, wearers will zip the upper
off as usual and fit the plastic
appliance when they need to. We’re
also going to beef up the inner sole
and put a little arch in there.”

His hope is that this development
will lead to a growth in popularity
of Zipz among older women, which is
why the company is working on
models made, not in canvas, but in
leather, suede and patent.

That’s for the future, though, an
idea that will create some buzz in the
years ahead. Mr Stefani is happy to
consider any development that
allows him to keep doing this. “Walk
around the shoe shows and
everything looks the same,” he says.
“My advice to anybody who wants to
make an impression on the market,
who wants to make a difference, is to
create something that sets them
apart, something that will get them
noticed, something that will make
people stop and say, ‘Hey, that’s
pretty ingenious’.”

It is at this point that an inventor
knows the eureka moment was
genuine.

One of the options Zipz has put together for Disney for its film
The Wizards of Waverly Place. CREDIT: ZIPZ SYSTEM
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