
In their bestselling book ‘Made to Stick’ the Heath 
brothers (one a Stanford Professor, the other an 
Education Consultant) have taken the concept of 
‘stickiness’, first introduced to the world by Malcolm 
Gladwell’s ‘The Tipping Point’, and analysed how it 
actually works. In other words, what is it that makes 
some ideas survive (or ‘stick’) whilst others, in some 
cases more worthy ones, die?

From an exhaustive analysis of ‘naturally sticky’ ideas 
such as urban legends and conspiracy theories, 
proverbs and jokes, as well as real world successes and 
failures in business, teaching and politics, they have 
deduced the six common ingredients of sticky ideas.

Now, since we at Osborne Pike have always believed 
that branding is about ideas, with packaging at the 
core, we have applied the Heaths’ principles to 
packaging design, in order to see if the same principles 
are in evidence – does ‘sticky packaging’ exist and if so 
what does it look like? As with the ideas presented in 
the book, we might expect the most successful 
packaging to express many or all of the six ingredients.
 

The second ingredient is UNEXPECTEDNESS. Its role is 
to surprise or wrong-foot the consumer in order to get 
him or her to take notice of the message. In packaging 
terms we relate this strongly to on-shelf standout, 
where breaking the usual market codes (either 
graphically or especially with pack format) can be very 
effective. Care must be exercised however, that the 
unexpectedness isn’t taken too far that it becomes 
extreme and off-putting – after all, with packaging we 
don’t just want attention – we want to be bought, right 
now. 

The third success factor for sticky messages is their 
CONCRETENESS, which is related to our brain’s way of 
memorising things. Often termed the ‘Velcro theory of 
memory’, the idea is that our brain is a vast array of 
different types of ‘Velcro loops’; so the more ‘hooks’ an 
incoming idea has, the better it will stick to memory. 
Great teachers have the knack of multiplying the hooks 
in a particular idea, and it turns out that concrete, 
easily visualised nouns have more and bigger hooks 
than abstract concepts. 

But what really gets the hook count off the scale is best 
explained by a Chinese proverb (how come they are 
always Chinese?): ‘I hear, and I forget. I see, and I 
remember. I do, and I understand’. In other words, 
nothing is more concrete than doing, so if packaging 
can deliver some sort of experience (even an imagined 
experience), it will be better remembered.

The fifth key attribute for stickiness is EMOTION. So 
now that people have noticed your (simple) message, 
can remember it, and actually believe it, so what? 
Millions are hungry in Africa, but to persuade people to 
donate to this (or any) cause, Charities have long since 
worked out that they have to care.

Messages which communicate by getting people into an 
emotional, rather than a rational state of mind are far 
more effective at eliciting action, which for packaging 
means a purchase. Of course this type of stickiness has 
been at the heart of nearly all advertising for the last 30 
years; packaging can rarely create as much emotion as 
a well-crafted and long-running ad campaign, but it has 
a better chance when it borrows emotion-laden icons 
from the advertising. There are even rare examples 
where the emotional brand icon starts on the packaging 
and is appropriated by the advertising, but these are 
never admitted to! 

Fourth on the checklist is CREDIBILITY, or giving people very 
good reason to believe that what you claim is true. Whilst the 
endorsement of an external ‘authority’ (an institution, 
celebrity or even an ‘anti-authority’) remains the most 
obvious mechanism, the authors cite many other sources of 
credibility in messages. For ‘Internal credibility’ it doesn’t get 
much better then the ‘Sinatra test’, named after the line in 
one of Frank’s most famous songs: “If I can make it there.... 
(you know the rest).
To use the authors’ example, having delivered all the Harry 
Potter books to bookstores across America, with no delays 
and no security breaches, lent enormous credibility to a 
courier company.

Other sources of internal credibility are details (which can 
operate as proxy expertise), and ‘testable credentials’, which 
is simply providing a way of allowing consumers to ‘see for 
themselves’. 

Of course in the world of packaging the most important 
source of credibility is the brand itself, but it is interesting to 
ask what is the source of the credibility? Awards and Royal 
warrants (and details) abound in the world of beers, wines 
and spirits, but Innocent has built a massive business in a 
relatively short time with a very different approach.

Finally, less an additional and more a summarising element, 
we have STORIES. The power of stories lies in their role from 
the dawn of language until today as the way in which 
knowledge is passed on to future generations. Nowadays we 
might have Hollywood Blockbusters in place of the humble 
fable or proverb, but the themes remain remarkably 
consistent. The authors identify just three basic plots which 
underpin the vast majority of stories (I won’t go into detail 
here but they are called ‘Challenge’, ‘Connection’ and 
‘Creativity’). A cursory examination of any evening’s TV 
schedule backs their thesis up.

Once again advertising has expertly exploited this key 
attribute of stickiness, in the process making some campaigns 
into modern day proverbs. It is interesting to ponder, 
however, which brand stories have stuck through inherent 
stickiness or through simple (and expensive) repetition. As 
the Heath brothers point out early in their book, truly sticky 
stories (‘he woke up in an ice-bath with one kidney missing’) 
only need to be told once!

In our view the stickiest phrase from this excellent book is the 
authors’ coining of the term ‘visual proverb’. This seems to us 
to describe the Nirvana of sticky packaging, to which 
marketeers and their design consultants should always aspire. 
However, in judging packaging designs by all the criteria 
described above, it is reassuring to see that many of our all 
time favourites turn out to tick most of the boxes.
If you think your packaging could be stickier, we’re waiting for 
your call. In the meantime, check out our league table of the 
UK’s stickiest packs. Steve Osborne 2008

The first and most important ingredient is SIMPLICITY, by which 
the authors really mean clarity – identifying the core message 
and ruthlessly discarding any temptation to put unnecessary 
clutter around it. Those of us who spend some of our time build-
ing branding models with a core ‘Brand Essence’ will recognize 
that this is one of the hardest things to do.
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