hooked how to build habit forming products

hooked how to build habit forming products is a crucial concept for any product creator aiming for
sustained user engagement and long-term success. Understanding the psychology behind user
behavior and the triggers that lead to habitual use is paramount. This article will delve deep into the
principles outlined in Nir Eyal's seminal work, exploring the four phases of the Hook Model: Trigger,
Action, Variable Reward, and Investment. We will dissect how to effectively implement each phase to
create products that users not only adopt but integrate into their daily routines, fostering loyalty and
reducing reliance on expensive marketing efforts. By mastering these mechanics, businesses can
cultivate powerful user habits, leading to organic growth and a competitive edge in today's crowded
digital landscape.
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The Hook Model Explained

The core of building habit-forming products lies within Nir Eyal's Hook Model. This cyclical framework
describes four distinct phases that, when executed effectively, guide users through a pattern of
behavior that eventually becomes an unconscious habit. It's a powerful tool for understanding and
engineering user engagement, transforming casual users into dedicated ones. The model is designed
to create an internal itch that the product is uniquely positioned to scratch, leading to repeated use
without explicit prompting.

The beauty of the Hook Model is its simplicity and universality. It applies not just to digital products
like social media apps and productivity tools, but also to physical products and even services. By
understanding the interplay between these four phases - Trigger, Action, Variable Reward, and
Investment - product designers and marketers can strategically influence user behavior and cultivate
lasting habits. This model isn't about manipulation; it's about creating value for the user in such a way
that the product becomes an indispensable part of their life.

Phase 1: Triggers - The Starting Gun for Habit
Formation

Triggers are the cues that prompt a user to take a specific action. They are the initial spark that
ignites the habit loop. Understanding and leveraging triggers is the first critical step in creating a
habit-forming product. There are two primary types of triggers: external and internal.



External Triggers

External triggers are explicit prompts that tell the user what to do next. These are often found in the
early stages of a product's lifecycle when the user hasn't yet formed an internal association.
Examples include notifications, emails, advertisements, and even physical buttons or icons. For
instance, a push notification from a fitness app reminding you to log your workout serves as an
external trigger. These are essential for onboarding and initial engagement but are less effective in
creating sustained habits.

Internal Triggers

Internal triggers are far more powerful and are the ultimate goal for habit-forming products. These are
emotional cues that become associated with the product. They arise from within the user, often
stemming from feelings of boredom, loneliness, fear of missing out (FOMO), or the desire for
connection or accomplishment. When a user feels a certain way, they instinctively turn to the product
to alleviate that feeling. For example, feeling bored might trigger a user to open a social media app,
or feeling unsure about something might trigger a search on Google. Building products that tap into
these deep-seated emotions is key to creating truly habit-forming experiences.

Phase 2: Action - Making the Desired Behavior
Effortless

Once a trigger is present, the next step is to make the desired action as easy and simple as possible.
This phase focuses on reducing friction and making the behavior feel natural and intuitive. According
to Dr. B.J. Fogg's Behavior Model, for a behavior to occur, three elements must converge at the same
moment: motivation, ability, and a trigger. The Hook Model focuses heavily on increasing the "ability"
component.

Simplicity and Ease of Use

The easier a task is to complete, the more likely users are to do it. This means designing interfaces
that are intuitive, streamlining workflows, and minimizing the number of steps required to achieve a
desired outcome. For example, a one-click purchase option significantly lowers the barrier to buying
compared to a multi-step checkout process. Similarly, a social media app that allows for quick photo
uploads and sharing reduces the effort involved in content creation.

Meeting Motivation Needs

While simplicity is crucial, motivation also plays a role. Users need a reason to perform the action.
This motivation can stem from various sources, including the desire for pleasure, avoidance of pain,
hope for a reward, or fear of punishment. Products that align their actions with these fundamental
human motivations are more likely to succeed. For instance, a productivity app might motivate users
by highlighting the time they've saved or the tasks they've accomplished, appealing to their desire for
achievement and efficiency.



Phase 3: Variable Rewards - Satisfying the
Unpredictable Itch

This is arguably the most critical phase of the Hook Model and the one that truly drives engagement.
Variable rewards exploit the human brain's fascination with novelty and unpredictability. Unlike
predictable rewards, variable rewards keep users engaged because they never know what they're
going to get, creating a sense of anticipation and excitement.

The Power of Variability

Our brains are wired to pay attention to unpredictable stimuli. When rewards are variable, the brain
releases dopamine, a neurotransmitter associated with pleasure and motivation, in anticipation of the
reward. This creates a desire for more, driving users to repeatedly engage with the product. Think of
slot machines; the unpredictable payout is what keeps players hooked. In digital products, this could
manifest as an unpredictable stream of new content, personalized recommendations, or the chance to
discover something new and exciting.

Types of Variable Rewards

Nir Eyal identifies three main types of variable rewards:

e The Tribe: Rewards of the hunt for social validation. This includes likes, comments, shares, and
the feeling of belonging to a community. Social media platforms excel at this.

e The Hunt: Rewards of material resources or information. This could be finding interesting
articles, discovering new products, or winning virtual currency in a game.

e The Self: Intrinsic rewards related to mastery, competence, and completion. This includes
achieving a new level in a game, completing a task on a productivity app, or feeling a sense of
accomplishment.

By carefully designing rewards that tap into these various human desires and incorporating an
element of unpredictability, products can create a compelling reason for users to keep coming back.

Phase 4: Investment - Committing to Future Value

The final phase, Investment, is about encouraging users to put something into the product. This
investment doesn't have to be monetary; it can be time, data, effort, social capital, or skill. The act of
investing makes the product more valuable to the user over time and increases the likelihood that
they will complete the next cycle of the hook.



Adding Value Through User Contribution

When users invest in a product, they become more committed to it. This could involve customizing
settings, building a profile, creating content, inviting friends, or earning reputation points. These
actions make the product "stickier" because the user has invested resources that would be lost if they
switched to a competitor. For example, building a playlist on a music streaming service makes it more
valuable than starting over on a new platform. Similarly, accumulating followers on a social network
creates a vested interest in maintaining that presence.

Loading the Next Trigger

The investment phase also serves to load the next trigger. As users invest their time and effort, they
naturally create conditions that will prompt them to use the product again. For instance, uploading
photos to a photo-sharing app might lead to receiving comments or likes (a reward), which in turn
prompts them to check for more notifications (loading the next trigger). This iterative process ensures
the habit loop continues to cycle, reinforcing the user's engagement over time.

Building Habit-Forming Products with Ethical
Considerations

While the Hook Model provides a powerful framework for building engaging products, it's crucial to
consider the ethical implications of creating habit-forming experiences. The line between healthy
engagement and addiction can be thin, and responsible product design is paramount. Developers
have a moral obligation to ensure their products genuinely improve users' lives rather than exploit
their vulnerabilities.

Avoiding Exploitative Design

Habit-forming products can be incredibly beneficial when they help users achieve positive goals, such
as improving health, learning new skills, or staying connected with loved ones. However, if a product

is designed to exploit psychological vulnerabilities for the sole purpose of increasing engagement and
ad revenue, it can lead to negative consequences like wasted time, decreased productivity, and even
addiction. It is essential to build products with the user's well-being as a primary consideration, not an
afterthought.

Transparency and User Control

Ethical habit-forming products prioritize transparency and user control. This means clearly
communicating how the product works, what data is being collected, and providing users with the
ability to customize their experience and opt-out of certain features if they choose. Empowering users
to manage their engagement fosters trust and ensures that the habit is a conscious choice rather
than an unconscious compulsion.



Real-World Applications and Case Studies

The principles of the Hook Model can be observed in numerous successful products across various
industries. Understanding these real-world examples provides concrete illustrations of how the
framework is applied to drive user engagement and loyalty.

Consider social media platforms like Facebook and Instagram. They masterfully use triggers
(notifications, feeds), actions (scrolling, posting), variable rewards (likes, comments, new content),
and investments (profile building, friend connections) to create deeply ingrained habits. Similarly,
productivity tools like Evernote or Slack leverage investment through user-generated content and
customization, making them indispensable for their users. Even fitness trackers employ the Hook
Model by triggering reminders, making tracking effortless, offering variable rewards (achievements,
streaks), and encouraging investment through personal data accumulation and sharing.

By analyzing these successful products, aspiring builders can glean valuable insights into the practical
application of each phase of the Hook Model. This empirical evidence underscores the efficacy of the
framework when thoughtfully implemented to create products that users genuinely value and use
repeatedly.

The ability to build habit-forming products is a significant competitive advantage. By understanding
and ethically applying the Hook Model, creators can design experiences that not only attract users but
also retain them, leading to sustainable growth and impactful products. The journey from initial
interaction to ingrained habit is a testament to smart design and a deep understanding of human

psychology.

Q: What are the four phases of the Hook Model?

A: The four phases of the Hook Model are Trigger, Action, Variable Reward, and Investment.

Q: How do external triggers differ from internal triggers in
habit formation?

A: External triggers are explicit cues like notifications or emails that prompt action, typically used
early in a product's lifecycle. Internal triggers are emotional cues, such as boredom or loneliness, that
users associate with the product and seek to alleviate, representing the ultimate goal for sustained
habits.

Q: Why are variable rewards so effective in building habits?

A: Variable rewards are effective because they tap into the brain's natural fascination with
unpredictability. This unpredictability triggers the release of dopamine, creating anticipation and a
desire for more, thus encouraging repeated engagement.



Q: What constitutes an "Investment" in the Hook Model?

A: An investment in the Hook Model can be any contribution a user makes to a product, such as time,
data, effort, social capital, or skill. These contributions increase the product's value to the user over
time and enhance their commitment.

Q: Can the Hook Model be applied to non-digital products?

A: Yes, the Hook Model can be applied to a wide range of products and services, not just digital ones.
The principles of triggers, making actions easy, providing variable rewards, and encouraging
investment are universally applicable to influencing behavior.

Q: What are some examples of the "Tribe" reward in the
Variable Rewards phase?

A: Rewards of the "Tribe" include social validation, such as receiving likes, comments, shares, and the
feeling of belonging to a community.

Q: How does B.). Fogg's Behavior Model relate to the Hook
Model's Action phase?

A: B.). Fogg's Behavior Model states that behavior occurs when motivation, ability, and a trigger
converge. The Hook Model's Action phase heavily focuses on increasing the "ability" component by
making the desired action as simple and effortless as possible.

Q: What are the ethical considerations when building habit-
forming products?

A: Ethical considerations involve avoiding exploitative design that preys on user vulnerabilities.
Instead, focus on transparency, user control, and ensuring the product genuinely improves users'
lives, rather than solely maximizing engagement for profit.
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