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UNLOCKING THE
POWER OF STICKY
IDEAS: THE CORE
PRINCIPLES OF
CHIP HEATH'S
MADE TO STICK

In  a  world  overflowing
with  information,  why
do  some  ideas  thrive
while  others  fade into
obscurity?  Why  do
certain  urban  legends
persist for generations,
while  meticulously
craf ted  corporate
mission statements are
forgotten  in  minutes?
This is the fundamental
question  that  brothers

Chip  and  Dan  Heath
set  out  to  answer  in
their  landmark  book,
Chip Heath Made To
Stick .  The  book,  a
m a s t e r c l a s s  i n
c o m m u n i c a t i o n ,
provides  a  simple  yet
profound  framework
for  crafting  messages
that are not just heard,
but  remembered  and
a c t e d  u p o n .
Understanding  the
principles behind Chip
Heath Made To Stick
is not just an academic
e x e r c i s e ;  i t  i s  a
practical  necessity  for
educators,  marketers,
leaders,  and  anyone
who needs their  ideas
t o  h a v e  a  l a s t i n g
impact.
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The  central  thesis  of
Chip Heath Made To
Stick  is  that  sticky
ideas  share  common
traits.  The  Heaths,
drawing on a wealth of
research in psychology
and  communication,
identified  six  key
principles that make an
idea  "sticky."  They
encapsulated  these
p r i n c i p l e s  i n  t h e
acronym  SUCCESs  (a
deliberate  misspelling
to include the final 's').
This  framework  is  the
heart of the book and
the key to transforming
a  dul l ,  forgettable
message into one that
captures attention and
endures.
This article will explore
each  o f  t hese  s i x
principles  in  depth,
drawing  on  examples
from  the  book  and
f r o m  r e a l - w o r l d
contexts  to  illustrate
how you can apply the
lessons  from  Chip

Heath Made To Stick
t o  y o u r  o w n
c o m m u n i c a t i o n
challenges. By the end,
y o u  w i l l  h a v e  a
practical  toolkit  for
mak ing  your  next
p r e s e n t a t i o n ,
marketing  campaign,
o r  l e s s o n  p l a n
undeniably  sticky.

THE SUCCESS
FRAMEWORK: A
DEEP DIVE INTO
EACH PRINCIPLE

Principle
1: Simple
– Finding
the Core
of the
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Idea
The  first  principle,  and
arguably  the  most
critical,  is  Simplicity.
This  does  not  mean
dumbing  down  your
message.  Instead,  it
means  ru th less ly
prioritizing  to  find  the
single  most  important
thing you need to say.
In  the  world  of  Chip
H e a t h  M a d e  T o
Stick, a simple idea is
not  a  simplistic  one;
it's a core idea that is
profound and compact.
T h i n k  o f  a
commander's intent in
the military:  a simple,
clear statement of the
desired end state that
allows  for  flexibility  in
execution.  It's  not  a
detailed  battle  plan,
but  a  guiding  star.
The  Heaths  use  the
example  of  Southwest
Airlines. Their core idea
is  not  "we are  a  low-

cos t ,  h igh -va lue ,
c u s t o m e r - f r i e n d l y
airline." That is a list of
features.  Their  simple,
sticky  core  idea  is:
" T H E  L O W - C O S T
A I R L I N E . "  E v e r y
decis ion,  from  not
assigning  seats  to
flying  only  one  type  of
aircraft,  stems  from
t h i s  o n e  s i m p l e ,
powerful  idea.  When
crafting your message,
ask yourself: if I could
g e t  p e o p l e  t o
remember  just  one
thing,  what  would  it
be? That is your simple
core.

Principle
2:
Unexpect
ed –
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Breaking
Patterns
to Grab

Attention
The second principle is
about  grabbing  and
h o l d i n g  y o u r
audience's  attention.
Your message must be
Unexpec ted .  Ou r
brains are wired to pay
attention to changes in
our  environment.  If
e v e r y t h i n g  i s
predictable,  we  stop
paying  attention.  The
key,  as  outl ined  in
Chip Heath Made To
Stick,  is  to  break  a
pattern.  You  can  do
this  by  vio lat ing  a
schema—a  mental
model  of  how  things
work.
The  classic  example
from  the  book  is  a

flight  attendant's
safety  announcement
at a Southwest Airlines
gate.  Instead  of  the
dull,  rote  script,  the
attendant says, "There
may  be  50  ways  to
leave  your  lover,  but
there are only 6 ways
to  leave  this  plane."
T h i s  u n e x p e c t e d
moment—a pop culture
reference  in  a  safety
briefing—creates
surprise  and  makes
people listen. The trick,
however,  is  to  sustain
that  attention.  You do
th is  by  creat ing  a
m y s t e r y  o r  a
knowledge  gap.  You
te l l  the  aud ience
enough  to  get  them
c u r i o u s ,  b u t  n o t
enough to satisfy their
curiosity.  The  classic
"guess  the  headline"
technique is  a  perfect
example. Your job is to
pique  curiosity  and
then  fill  the  gap  with
your  core  message.
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Principle
3:
Concrete
– Making
Ideas
Tangible
Abstract  concepts  are
hard to remember and
even harder to act on.
The  third  principle,
Concreteness,  is  the
antidote.  A  concrete
idea is one that can be
described  in  terms  of
human  actions  and
sensory information. In
Chip Heath Made To
Stick ,  the  Heaths
stress  that  concrete
language helps people
u n d e r s t a n d  a n d
coordinate on a shared
vision.

The  famous  "Chinese
proverb" example from
the book is a powerful
illustration:  "A  man
with  a  full  stomach
doesn't know the pain
of a hungry man." The
Heaths pit this against
a  more  academic ,
abstract  version:  "The
state  of  satiation  can
inhibit  the  empathetic
understanding  of  the
plight  of  those  in  a
state  of  deprivation."
The first is memorable,
visual, and sticky. The
second  is  forgettable.
T h i n k  a b o u t  t h e
difference  between
saying  "our  product
improves  efficiency"
and  "our  product  lets
you get home in time
for dinner." The second
is  concrete.  It  uses
specific,  sensory
details. The success of
the  "Don't  Mess  with
Texas"  anti-littering
campaign  is  another
stel lar  example  of
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concreteness.  The
a b s t r a c t  g o a l  o f
"keeping  the  state
clean"  was  replaced
with  the  concrete,
tough-guy  image  of  a
Texan  who  doesn't
tolerate  l itter.

Principle
4:
Credible –
Building
Trust in
Your Idea
For  an  idea  to  stick,
people must believe it.
Credibility is the fourth
principle.  The  most
obvious  way  to  lend
credibility  is  through
statistics  and  data.
However ,  as  Chip
Heath Made To Stick

points  out,  statistics
are often abstract and
can be used to obscure
r e a l i t y .  A  b e t t e r
approach  is  often  to
use internal or external
credibility.
Internal  credibility
comes  from  the  idea
itself.  The  "Sinatra
T e s t "  i s  a  g r e a t
example:  " I f  I  can
make it there, I'll make
it anywhere." This is a
p o w e r f u l ,  s e l f -
contained  source  of
credibility.  External
credibility  comes from
a  trusted  source,  like
a n  a u t h o r i t y  o r  a
celebrity. But the most
p o w e r f u l  f o r m  o f
credibility  in  the  book
might be the "human-
scale"  statistic  or  the
example.  Instead  of
saying  "our  pill  helps
millions of people," you
tell  the  story  of  one
person,  Jane,  whose
life  was  transformed.
T h i s  " t e s t a b l e
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credential"  al lows
people to see the truth
o f  y o u r  c l a i m  f o r
themselves.  Another
powerful  technique  is
the  "anti-authority"  –
someone who,  despite
not  being  an  expert,
has a compelling story
(like  a  former  smoker
who got  lung cancer).
Their testimony can be
more  powerful  than
any  doctor's  lecture.

Principle
5:
Emotional
– Making
People
Care
P e o p l e  a r e  n o t
calculating  machines.
They  make  decisions

based on emotion. The
fifth  principle,
Emotional,  is  about
making  people  care
about  your  idea.  The
Heaths argue that the
bes t  way  to  make
people care is to focus
not  on  the  abstract  "
masses,"  but  on  the
individual.  This  is  the
p o w e r  o f  t h e
"identifiable  victim."  A
statistic about a million
p e o p l e  d y i n g  i s
abstract and numbing.
A  s tory  about  one
specific  child,  with  a
name  and  a  face,  is
gut-wrenching  and
motivating.
The  lesson  from Chip
Heath Made To Stick
i s  t o  t a p  i n t o  t h e
"what's  in  it  for  me?"
question,  but  also  to
appeal to people's self-
image.  You  can  also
u s e  t h e  p o w e r  o f
association. The "Don't
Mess  w i th  Texas"
campaign  worked
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because it appealed to
Texans'  pride  in  their
state's  rugged  image.
Littering was framed as
an  act  of  disrespect,
not just a failure to be
tidy. By associating the
desired  behavior  (not
l i t t e r i n g )  w i t h  a
desirable  identity  (a
tough,  proud  Texan),
the  campaign  created
a  powerful  emotional
hook. To make people
care,  remind  them  of
who they want to be.

Principle
6: Stories
– The
Engine of
Action
The  final  principle  is
Stories. Stories are not
just  an  entertaining
add-on;  they  are  a

powerful cognitive tool.
They  serve  as  flight
s imulators  for  the
brain,  allowing  us  to
rehearse scenarios and
learn  lessons  without
having to live through
them.  The  Heaths,
summarizing  Chip
H e a t h  M a d e  T o
Stick,  identify  several
"story  plots"  that  are
particularly  effective:
the Challenge Plot, the
Connection  Plot,  and
the  Creativity  Plot.
The  Challenge  Plot  is
the  classic  underdog
story  (e.g.,  David  and
Goliath).  It  inspires us
b y  s h o w i n g  t h a t
s e e m i n g l y
i n s u r m o u n t a b l e
o b s t a c l e s  c a n  b e
o v e r c o m e .  T h e
Connect ion  Plot  is
about  a  relationship
that  br idges  a  gap
(e.g.,  a  teacher  who
reaches  a  troubled
student).  It  makes  us
feel more connected to
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others.  The  Creativity
P l o t  i s  a b o u t  a
breakthrough  or  a
clever  solution  that
solves  a  difficult
problem. A good story
is not just a sequence
of  events;  i t  has  a
protagonist,  a  goal,  a
conflict,  and  a
resolution.  The  best
sticky stories are those
t h a t  a r e  n o t  j u s t
i n t e r e s t i n g  b u t
s i m u l a t i n g — t h e y
prompt the listener to
think, "What would I do
in that situation?"

APPLYING THE
SUCCESS
FRAMEWORK IN
THE REAL WORLD

The beauty of the Chip
Heath Made To Stick
f r a m e w o r k  i s  i t s
universal  applicability.
Let 's  look  at  a  few
concrete scenarios.

In
Marketing
and
Advertisi
ng
Instead of a dry list of
features  for  a  new
software  product,  a
s t i c k y  a d  w o u l d :
Simple:  It's  the  tool
that saves you 5 hours
a week.  Unexpected:
It  compares  your  old
workflow  to  being  a
med ieva l  s c r i be .
Concrete:  It  shows  a
specific  before-and-
after  of  a  cluttered
inbox  versus  a  clean,
a u t o m a t e d  o n e .
Credible: It includes a
testimonial from a real
u s e r ,  n o t  j u s t  a
company  executive.
Emotional:  It  focuses
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on the feeling of relief,
no t  the  techn ica l
specifications. Story: It
tel ls  the  story  of  a
single  harried  project
manager who used the
tool  to  finally  leave
work  on  time  for  her
daughter ' s  ba l le t
recital.

In
Education
and
Teaching
A history teacher trying
to teach about the Cold
War  could  use  the
principles. Simple: The
core  idea  is  a  "global
g a m e  o f  c h e s s . "
Unexpected: Start the
lesson  by  ask ing ,
"What if your neighbor
could decide what you
w a t c h  o n  T V ? "
Concrete:  Don't  just

talk  about  "ideological
conflict."  Show  a
picture of one family in
East Berlin and one in
West Berlin. Credible:
Use  audio  recordings
from  individuals  who
l i v e d  t h r o u g h  i t .
Emotional: Focus on a
single person's story of
escape,  not  just  the
geopolitical  statistics.
Story :  The  ent i re
lesson is structured as
a  story  of  a  fami ly
divided  by  the  Berlin
Wall.  This  makes  the
abstract concept of the
Cold War tangible and
memorable.

In
Leadershi
p and
Internal
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Communi
cation
A CEO trying to launch
a  n e w  s t r a t e g i c
initiative  should  avoid
a dry PowerPoint deck.
Instead,  she  could:
Simple:  Frame  the
s t r a t e g y  i n  o n e
sentence:  "We  wil l
become  the  mos t
trusted provider in our
space."  Unexpected:
Start by acknowledging
the  "elephant  in  the
r o o m " — a  p a s t
failure—and then pivot
to  the  new  approach.
Concre te :  U s e  a
specific,  small-scale
example of a team that
is  already  embodying
the  new  st rategy.
Cred ib le :  C i t e  a
specific  customer's
positive  response  to
this  new  approach.
Emotional:  Link  the
s t r a t e g y  t o  t h e

employees' own sense
of  purpose  and  pride.
Story: Tell the story of
a customer whose life
was  improved  by  a
small,  dedicated  team
going  the  extra  mile.
This  story,  not  the
strategic  plan,  will  be
w h a t  e m p l o y e e s
remember and retell.

COMMON
MISCONCEPTIONS
ABOUT "MADE TO
STICK"

Understanding  what
the framework is not is
a s  i m p o r t a n t  a s
knowing  what  it  is.  A
f r e q u e n t
misunderstanding  of
Chip Heath Made To
Stick  is  that  it  is  a
f o r m u l a  f o r
manipulation or "spin."
This  is  incorrect.  The
principles are built on a
foundation  of  truth.
The Heaths argue that
a sticky idea must be
true  to  be  effective  in
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the  l ong  run .  The
framework  helps  you
communicate your true
idea  more  effectively,
not  to  create  a  false
one.
Another misconception
is that applying all six
principles  is  always
necessary .  Wh i le
powerful  together,  the
principles are a toolkit,
not  a  rigid  checklist.
Sometimes,  a  single
powerful  story  can
carry an idea. In other
cases,  concreteness
and simplicity  are  the
only tools needed. The
best  communicators
use  the  pr incip les
i n t u i t i v e l y  a n d
selectively,  based  on
the  context  and  the
nature  of  their  idea.
The  va lue  o f  Chip
Heath Made To Stick
is  that  it  makes  this
in tu i t i ve  p rocess
expl ic i t ,  a l lowing
anyone  to  consciously
i m p r o v e  t h e i r

communication.

CONCLUSION:
YOUR IDEAS
DESERVE TO STICK

The  world  is  noisy.
Every  day,  thousands
of  messages  compete
f o r  o u r  l i m i t e d
attention. Chip Heath
M a d e  T o  S t i c k
prov ides  a  c l ea r ,
r e s e a r c h - b a c k e d
roadmap  for  cutting
through that noise. The
S U C C E S s
framework—Simple,
Unexpected,  Concrete,
Credible,  Emotional,
and Stories—is not just
a  t h e o r y ;  i t  i s  a
practical,  actionable
guide for  anyone who
needs  their  ideas  to
matter.
Whether you are trying
to sell a product, teach
a lesson, lead a team,
or inspire a movement,
the  principles  from
Chip Heath Made To
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Stick  can  help  you design  a


