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WHY SOME IDEAS SURVIVE AND
OTHERS DIE: AN IN-DEPTH LOOK
AT MADE TO STICK

In  a  world  overflowing  with  information,
why  do  some  ideas  catch  fire  while
others fade into obscurity? Why do urban
legends  spread  like  wildfire,  yet
corporate  mission  statements  are
forgotten  the  moment  they  are  read?

This is the central question explored by
brothers  Chip  and  Dan  Heath  in  their
groundbreaking  book,  Made To Stick
By Chip And Dan Heath. Published in
2 0 0 7 ,  t h e  b o o k  h a s  b e c o m e  a
cornerstone  for  marketers,  educators,
entrepreneurs,  and  anyone  else  who
needs their  message to  be heard and
remembered. Instead of relying on luck
or  charisma,  the  Heaths  argue  that
stickiness is a science. By understanding
the principles behind memorable ideas,
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you can engineer your own messages to
be just as durable. This article will break
down  the  core  framework  of  Made  to
Stick, exploring each principle in depth
and showing you how to apply them to
your own communication.

The Curse of
Knowledge: The
Enemy of
Stickiness
Before  diving  into  the  solution,  it  is
essential to understand the problem. The
Heaths identify the primary obstacle to
sticky communication as the Curse of

Knowledge.  This  is  a  cognitive  bias
where,  once  you  know  something,  it
becomes  incredibly  difficult  to  imagine
what  it  was  like  not  to  know  it.  You
become an expert,  and your  language
becomes filled with jargon, abstractions,
and  complex  frameworks  that  make
perfect  sense  to  you  but  sound  like
gibberish to your audience. A physicist
trying to explain quantum mechanics to
a  child,  a  CEO  explaining  a  quarterly
report  to  employees,  or  a  software
developer explaining a bug to a client all
fall victim to this curse. Made To Stick By
Chip  And  Dan  Heath  provides  the
antidote. The entire SUCCESs framework
is designed to help you break free from
the  Curse  of  Knowledge  and  translate
your ideas into messages that resonate
with anyone.
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THE SUCCESS FRAMEWORK: THE
BLUEPRINT FOR STICKY IDEAS

The Heaths distilled their research into a
simple, memorable acronym: SUCCESs.
Each  letter  stands  for  a  principle  that
makes an idea sticky. An idea does not
need to possess all  six qualities to be
successful,  but  the  more  you  can
incorporate,  the  more  powerful  and
durable  your  message  will  be.  Let  us
explore each element in detail.

Simple: Finding
the Core of the

Idea
Simplicity  is  not  about  dumbing  down
your idea. It is about prioritizing. The key
is to find the single most important thing
you want your audience to take away.
This is your Core Message. The Heaths
use the example of Commander John F.
Kennedy’s 1961 goal to land a man on
the moon and return him safely to Earth
by the end of the decade. This was a
remarkably simple, clear, and audacious
goal.  It  stripped away all  the technical
complexity of rocketry, space flight, and
navigation  and  presented  a  singular,
motivating vision.
How do you achieve this simplicity? You
must become a master of exclusion. This
requires  ruthless  prioritization.  If  you
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have ten points to make, you have zero.
A  sticky  idea  is  a  Simple  idea,  often
communicated  as  a  proverb  or  a
compact, memorable phrase that is both
profound  and  easy  to  grasp.  Think  of
"The Golden Rule," "Just do it," or "Don't
be evil." These are simple, core values
that guide complex behavior.

Unexpected:
Breaking the
Pattern
Our brains are wired to pay attention to
change  and  surprise.  To  get  your
audience to care, you must break their
Guessing Machine.  You  must  violate

their expectations. In the book Made To
Stick  By  Chip  And  Dan  Heath ,  the
authors illustrate this with the example
of  a  flight  attendant's  safety
announcement. We have all heard them
hundreds  of  times;  we  tune  them out
completely.  But  what  if  the  attendant
said, "We are going to teach you how to
escape from a plane crash, and you will
listen because it might save your life"?
That unexpected directness would grab
your attention.
Surprise  generates  attention.  However,
for an idea to stick, the surprise must be
followed by insight. The goal is to create
a "gap" in your audience's knowledge.
You  present  a  mystery  or  a  counter-
intuitive  fact  that  makes  them  ask,
"Why?" This creates a need for closure.
Once you have their attention with the
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unexpected,  you  can  then  fill  the  gap
with  your  core  message,  creating  a
much  deeper  and  more  las t ing
understanding.

Concrete: Making
Ideas Tangible
Abstraction is the enemy of stickiness. If
you want an idea to be understood and
remembered,  you  must  describe  it  in
Concrete, Sensory terms. This is why
fables  and  parables  are  so  powerful.
"The Tortoise and the Hare" is not about
racing animals; it  is about persistence.
But the story is concrete, so the lesson
sticks.
The Heaths use the powerful example of

the  "Velcro"  theory  of  memory.  Ideas
that are concrete hook onto more neural
pathways.  Consider  the  difference
between a "high-performance,  mission-
critical  data  storage  solution"  and  "a
lockbox  for  your  computer  files."  The
first  is  abstract  jargon;  the  second  is  a
concrete,  easy-to-  picture  object.  A
master of concrete communication is a
teacher.  Instead  of  explaining  the
abstract concept of "kinetic energy," you
use the concrete example of a bowling
ball and a feather. Concreteness helps
people understand and agree on what
you  are  talking  about.  It  levels  the
playing field and ensures everyone is on
the same page.
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Credible:
Building Trust in

Your Idea
People  need  to  believe  your  idea.
Credibility  comes from many sources.
The most obvious is authority, such as a
celebrity  endorsement  or  a  famous
expert.  But  external  authority  can  be
hard to come by. The Heaths argue that
you can build credibility in more creative
and  accessible  ways.  One  powerful
technique is using Anti-Authorities.  A
smoker with lung cancer is a far more
credible  source  for  the  dangers  of
smoking than a doctor in a clean, white
coat. The smoker has lived experience.

Another method is to use Vivid Details.
In the famous "Made to Stick" example
of the Subway diet, the fact that Jared
lost 245 pounds was good. But the detail
that he ate a "six-inch turkey sub and a
bag of baked chips" every day made the
story Credible. The detail had a "ring of
truth" to it. You can also use statistics,
but  only  when  they  are  framed  in  a
human context.  Instead of  saying "our
crime  prevention  program  reduces
recidivism by 10%," say, "for every ten
criminals who go through our program,
one will leave the life of crime behind for
good."  Statistics  become sticky  when
they  are  wrapped  in  a  story  or  a
concrete, relatable scenario.
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Emotional:
Making People

Care
The  Emotional  principle  is  about
making  your  audience  feel  something.
Abstract data and statistics do not move
people  to  act.  We  are  emotional
creatures.  Made To Stick  By Chip And
Dan Heath  highlights the power of the
"Donor's Dilemma" in fundraising. Which
appeal  is  more  effective:  a  list  of
statistics about the scale of poverty in
Africa,  or  the  specific,  heart-wrenching
story of a single child named Rokia? The
story  of  Rokia  always  wins.  This  is
because  we  can  feel  empathy  for  an

individual, but our empathy for a "mass"
is far more abstract and weaker.
The authors encourage us to appeal to
people's Self-Interest. Instead of telling
people why you think your idea is great,
tell them what it does for them. "Will this
make  me  richer?  Healthier?  More
popular? Happier?" The key is to move
beyond  features  and  focus  on  benefits.
Furthermore, you should try to create a
sense  of  identity.  Instead  of  saying
"Don't  litter,"  a  campaign  that  says
"Don't  be  a  litterbug"  is  appealing  to
people's  sense of  self.  People want  to
see  themselves  as  good,  responsible,
and caring. If your idea helps them feel
that, they will latch onto it.
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Stories: The
Engine of

Stickiness
The  final  and  most  powerful  principle  is
Stories.  Stories  are  the  ultimate
delivery  system for  sticky  ideas.  They
provide  context,  emotion,  and  a
simulation  of  a  real-life  experience.
When  we  hear  a  good  story,  we  get
mentally transported into it. We imagine
ourselves in the protagonist's shoes. The
Heaths  re fer  to  th is  as  Mental
Simulation.  A  good  story  is  a  "flight
simulator"  for  life.
Stories  are  not  just  entertaining;  they

are  instructive.  The  classic  "Chicken
Soup for the Soul" model works because
each  story  demonstrates  a  specific
lesson.  The  most  effective  sticky  stories
are  often  one  of  three  types:  the
Challenge Plot  (an underdog story of
overcoming  a  great  obstacle),  the
Connection Plot (a story about bridging
a  gap  between  peop le ) ,  o r  the
Creativity Plot (a story about a clever
innovation  or  a  "Eureka!"  moment).
When you wrap your core idea in a story,
you are not just providing information;
you are providing a template for action,
a  reason  to  believe,  and  a  dose  of
motivation all in one.

HOW TO APPLY THE SUCCESS
FRAMEWORK

The true power of Made to Stick  is its
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practicality. The framework is not just a
theory; it  is a checklist.  The next time
you  prepare  a  presentation,  write  a
marketing  email,  or  explain  a  new
process to your team, run through the
SUCCESs principles.

Simple: What is the one thing I
need them to remember?
Unexpected: How can I break
their attention pattern? What is
the surprising "hook"?
Concrete: Can I exchange
abstract jargon for a real, tangible
object or action?
Credible: What vivid detail or
anti-authority can I use to build
trust?
Emotional: How can I make them
care on a human, emotional level?

What is the "WIIFY" (What's In It
For You)?
Stories: What real-life example or
anecdote can I tell that
encapsulates my entire message?

Real-World
Example: The
"Made to Stick"
Success Story
Consider  the  classic  anti-heroin
campaign featuring two teenagers in a
bathtub. One is slumped over, dead. The
image  is  Unexpected  and  Concrete.
The Emotional punch is immediate and
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visceral.  The  campaign  had  a  simple
core: "Heroin kills." It was not a lecture;
it  was a powerful,  sticky story.  This is
precisely the kind of communication that
the Heath brothers champion. They show
us  that  you  do  not  need  a  massive
budget to make an idea sticky. You just
need  to  understand  the  principles  of
human psychology that govern memory
and belief.

CONCLUSION: THE ENDURING
LEGACY OF MADE TO STICK

More  than  a  decade  after  its  initial
publication,  the  wisdom  in  Made  To

Stick By Chip And Dan Heath remains
as  relevant  as  ever.  In  an  age  of
shrinking attention spans and relentless
digital noise, the ability to communicate
effectively  is  a  superpower.  The  Heaths
have  given  us  a  toolkit,  not  a  recipe.
They  have  demystified  the  process  of
c reat ing  compe l l ing  ideas .  By
understanding  and  applying  the
SUCCESs framework, you can transform
your communication from a forgettable
whisper  into  a  resonant,  impactful
message that truly sticks. So, the next
time you have an idea that matters, stop
hoping it will catch on. Start engineering
it to stick.


