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Hooked: How to build Habit-Forming Products, Nir Eyal (2014) 
 

[ICT companies are using neuroscience to shape users’ 
habits in profitable ways] 
 
Eyal describes how to use neuroscience to influence hu-
man behavior and how the technologies we use have 
turned into compulsions or even addictions. Psychologists 
define habits as automatic behavior triggered by situa-
tional cues, things we do with little or no conscious 
thought.  

Formation of habits is imperative for the survival 
of many products. Companies increasingly find that their 
economic value is a function of the strength of the habits 
they create. Those that form strong user habits enjoy sev-
eral benefits to their bottom line. They attach their prod-
uct to internal triggers and users show up without exter-
nal prompting. Instead of relying on expensive marketing, 
habit-forming companies link their services to the users’ 
daily routines and emotions. The first-to-mind solution 
wins. Small start-up teams can profoundly change behav-
ior by guiding users through a series of experiences called 
hooks. 

“I embarked upon a journey to learn how prod-
ucts change our actions and create compulsions. I began 
documenting observations of hundreds of companies to 
uncover patterns in user-experience design and function-
ality as updated frequently on http://www.nirandfar.com.” 

The Hook Model: Trigger, Action, Variable Re-
ward, and Investment. A trigger is the actuator of behav-
ior—the spark plug in the engine. Triggers come in 2 
types: external and internal. The action is the behavior 
done in anticipation of a reward. Variable rewards are one 
of the most powerful tools companies implement to hook 
users. Research shows that levels of the neurotransmitter 
dopamine surge when the brain is expecting a reward. 
Introducing variability multiplies the effect, creating a 
focused state which suppresses areas of the brain associ-
ated with judgement and reason while activating parts 
associated with wanting and desire. Investment by the 
user increases the odds that he will make another pass 
through the Hook cycle in the future. 

As companies combine their increased connectiv-
ity to consumers with the ability to collect, mine, and 
process customer data at ever faster speeds, we face a 
future where everything becomes potentially more habit 
forming. Technology’s unstoppable progress—ever more 
pervasive and persuasive—influences us in a trinity of 
access, data, and speed. Hooks connect the user’s prob-
lem with a company’s solution frequently enough to form 
a habit. Hooks are behaviors done with little conscious 
thought. The convergence of access, data, and speed is 
making the world a more habit-forming place. Businesses 
that create customer habits gain a significant competitive 
advantage. 

Habits are one of the ways the brain learns com-
plex behaviors. Fostering consumer habits is an effective 
way to increase the value of a company by driving high-
er customer lifetime value. You can determine the 
strength of a business over time by the amount of agony 
they go through in raising prices. As customers form 
routines around a product, they come to depend on it and 
become less sensitive to price. Hooked users become 
brand evangelists. Facebook’s success was a result of the 
more is more principle—more frequent usage drives 
more viral growth.  

Many innovations fail because consumers irra-
tionally overvalue the old while companies irrationally 
overvalue the new. Old habits die hard and new products 
or services need to offer dramatic improvements to 
shake users out of old routines. QWERTY keyboards 
(commonly used characters spaced far apart to prevent 
typists from jamming the metal type bars of early ma-
chines) remain the standard today despite the invention 
of far better layouts increasing speed and accuracy 
(vowels in the center row). They survive due to the high 
cost of changing user behavior. Every e-mail sent and 
received using Google’s Gmail is stored indefinitely, 
providing users with a lasting repository of past conver-
sations. Switching to a new email service, social net-
work, or photo-sharing app becomes more difficult the 
more people use them.  

Like any discipline, habit design has rules that 
define and explain why some products change lives 
while others do not. New behaviors have a short half-
life, as our minds tend to revert to our old ways of think-
ing and doing. Behaviors are LIFO (last in, first out). 
The habits you’ve most recently acquired are also the 
most likely to go soonest. This is why people rarely 
change their habits for long. 

By allowing users to comparison shop within the 
site, Amazon provides tremendous perceived utility to its 
customers, solidifying its place as the default solution to 
customers’ purchasing needs with each successful trans-
action. A product’s habit-forming potential is deter-
mined by frequency and perceived utility. A behavior 
that occurs with enough frequency and perceived utility 
enters the Habit Zone, helping to make it a default be-
havior. No matter how much utility is involved, infre-
quent behaviors remain conscious actions and never cre-
ate the automatic response that characterize habits. Even 
a behavior that provides minimal perceived benefit can 
become a habit if it occurs often.  

One aspect is common to all successful innova-
tions—they solve problems. Painkillers solve an obvious 
need. Vitamins, by contrast do, not necessarily solve an 
obvious pain point. They appeal to users’ emotional ra-
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ther than functional needs. A habit forms when not doing 
an action causes pain. 

Pain is somewhat hyperbolic. In reality, the expe-
rience we are talking about is more similar to an itch, a 
feeling that manifests within the mind and causes discom-
fort until it is satisfied. Habit-forming technologies are 
both vitamins and painkillers. They seem at first to be 
offering nice-to-have vitamins, but once the habit is es-
tablished, they provide an ongoing pain remedy. Habit-
forming products create associations in users’ minds—the 
solution to their pain may be found in your product’s use. 
Habits are not the same as addictions, which are by defi-
nition self-destructive. They often start as nice-to-haves 
(vitamins) but, once formed, become must-haves (pain-
killers). What user behavior do you want to make into a 
habit? 

A trigger is the actuator of behavior—the grit in 
the oyster that precipitates the pearl. Whether we are cog-
nizant of them or not, triggers move us to take action. 
Triggers are either external or internal. External triggers 
are embedded with information which tell the user what 
to do next. Reducing the thinking required to take the 
next action increases the likelihood of the desired behav-
ior occurring unconsciously. Companies generally use 
paid triggers to acquire new users and leverage other trig-
gers to bring them back. Earned triggers are free in that 
they cannot be bought directly, but often require invest-
ment in the form of time. Relationship triggers can create 
the viral hyper-growth entrepreneurs and investors lust 
for. 

Feelings of boredom, loneliness, frustration, con-
fusion, and indecisiveness often instigate a slight pain 
irritation and prompt a mindless action to quell the nega-
tive sensation. After continued use, bonds begin to form 
between the product and the users whose need it satisfies. 
New habits are sparked by external triggers, but associa-
tions with internal triggers keep users hooked. Products 
that successfully create habits soothe the user’s pain by 
laying claim to a particular feeling. The ultimate goal of a 
habit-forming product is to solve the user’s pain by creat-
ing an association so that the user identifies the compa-
ny’s product or service as the source of relief.  

Common needs are timeless and universal. Yet 
talking to users to reveal these wants will likely prove 
ineffective because they themselves don’t know which 
emotions motivate them. People declare preferences far 
different from what they actually do. One method is to 
ask the question,”Why?” as many times as it takes to get 
to an emotion. Like many social networking sites, Insta-
gram alleviates the increasingly recognizable pain known 
as fear of missing out, or FOMO.  

External triggers tell the user what to do next by 
placing information within the user’s environment. Inter-
nal triggers tell the user what to do next through associa-
tions stored in the user’s memory. Negative emotions fre-

quently serve as internal triggers. To build a habit-
forming product, makers need to understand which user 
emotions may be tied to internal triggers and how to lev-
erage external triggers to drive the user to action.  

To initiate action, doing must be easier than 
thinking, since a habit is a behavior with little conscious 
thought. Action is paramount to habit formation. B 
=MAT. Behaviors occurs when Motivation, Ability, and 
a Trigger are present. Ability to use the internet in-
creased as the steps required to get online were removed 
or made easier.  

Identify a human desire and use technology to 
take out steps. Designers should focus on simplicity as a 
function of the user’s scarcest resource at the moment, 
usually attention or time. Always start with ability. What 
draws us to act is not a reward itself, but the need to al-
leviate the craving for that reward. 

On LinkedIn the user’s online resume embodies 
the concept of data as stored value. Reputation makes 
users, both buyers and sellers, more likely to stick with 
an online service in which they have invested their ef-
forts to maintain a high ratings score. Progressively 
stage the investment you want from users into small 
chunks of work, starting with small, easy tasks and 
building up to harder tasks during successive cycles 
through the Hook Model. To create the habit, users must 
use the product through multiple cycles of the Hood 
Model. 

This is a framework for building products that 
solves user needs through long-term engagement. Ma-
nipulation Matrix quadrants: Dealer--doesn’t improve 
the user’s life, maker doesn’t use it; Entertainer--doesn’t 
improve user’s life, maker uses it; Peddler--materially 
improves user’s life, maker doesn’t use it; Facilitator--
materially improves the user’s life and maker uses it. 

The most highly regarded entrepreneurs are 
driven by meaning, a vision for the greater good that 
drives them forward. Building a habit-forming product is 
an iterative process and requires user behavior analysis 
and continuous experimentation. A striking number of 
world-changing innovations were written off at first as 
mere novelties with limited commercial appeal: camera, 
telephone, airplane, data processing, the internet, Face-
book. 

Technology waves follow a 3-phase pattern. 
They start with infrastructure. Advances in infrastructure 
are the preliminary forces that enable a large wave to 
gather. As it begins to gather, enabling technologies and 
platforms create the basis for new types of applications 
that cause a gathering wave to achieve massive penetra-
tion and customer adoption.  

We never know how generous people can be un-
til we begin to serve them imaginatively.   


