Introduction

or Hush Puppies —the classic American
P brushed-suede shoes with the lightweight crepe

sole—the Tipping Point came somewhere
between late 1994 and early 1995. The brand
‘had been all but dead until that point. Sales were down to
30,000 palrs a year, mostly to backwoods outlets and
small-town family stores. Wolverine, the company that
makes Hush Puppies, was thinking of phasing out the
shoes that made them famous. But then something strange
happened. At a fashion shoot, two Hush Puppies execu-
tives — Owen Baxter and Geolfrey Lewis —ran into a
stylist from New York who told them that the classic
Hush Puppies had suddenly become hip in the clubs and
bars of downtown Manhattan. “We were being told,” Bax-
ter recalls, “that there were resale shops in the Village,
in Soho, where the shoes were being sold. People were
going to the Ma and Pa stores, the- little stores that still
carried them, and buying them up.” Baxter and Lewis
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[3 THE TIPPING POINT

the crime rate began 0 T It tipped- Within five years
murders had dropped 64.3 percent o 770 and total crimes
had fallen by almost half to 355,893 10 Brownsville and
Fast New Yorlk, the sidesvalls filled up again, the bicycles
came back, and old folks reapp eared on the stoops- “There
was a time wnen it wasn’'t uncommon 1o hear rapid fire,
jike you would hear somewhere in the jungle 1 Vietnam,”
says Inspector Edward Messadri, who commands the
police precinct in Brownsville. “1 don’t hear the gunfire
anymore.”

The New York City police will tell you that what
happened in New York was that the city’s policing strate”
gies dramatically improved. Criminologists point to the
decline of the crack trade and the aging of the population.
Fconomists, meanwhile, say that the gradual improve:
ment in the city’s economy over the course of the 19908
had the effect of employing those who might otherwise
have become criminals. These are the conventional expla-
nations for the rise and fall of social problems, but in the
end none is any more satisfying than the statement that
kids in the East Village caused the Hush Puppies revival.
The changes in the drug trade, the population, and the
economy are all long-tetm trends, happening all over the

country. They don’t explain why crime plunged' in New
York City so much more ¢han in other cities around the
country, and they don’t explain why it all happened in
such an extraordinarily short me. As for the improves
ments made by the police, they are jmportant too. But
there is a puzzling gap between the scale of the changes
in policing .nd the size of the effect on places like
Brownsville and East New York. After all, crime didn’t
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~ sense. They infected them with the Hush Puppies “vi
virus.”
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same way. It sg ; that some huge percentage of would-
be murder suddenly sat up in 1993 and decided not
to. . any more crimes. Nor was it that the poli:e
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10 THE TIPPING POINT

you will probably yawn within the next few minutes. Even
as I'm writing this, I've yawned twice. If you’re reading
this in a public place, and you've just yawned, chances are
that a good proportion of everyone who saw you yawn 1s
now yawning too, and a good proportion of the people
watching the people who watched you yawn are now
yawning as well, and on and on, in an ever-widening,
yawning circle.

Yawning is incredibly contagious. I made some of you
reading this yawn simply by writing the word “yawn.”
The people who yawned when they saw you yawn, mean-
while, were infected by the sight of you yawning — which
is a second kind of contagion. They might even have
yawned if they only heard you yawn, because yawning
is also aurally contagious: if you play an audiotape of
a yawn to blind people, they’ll yawn too. And finally, if
you yawned as you read this, did the thought cross your
mind — however unconsciously and fleetingly — that you
might be tired? I suspect that for some of you it did, which
means that yawns can also be emotionally contagious.
Simply by writing the word, I can plant a feeling in your
mind. Can the flu virus do that? Contagiousness, in other
words, is an unexpected property of all kinds of things,
and we have to remember that, if we are to recognize and
diagnose epidemic change.

The second of the principles of epidemics — that little
changes can somehow have big effects —1is also a fairly
radical notion. We are, as humans, heavily socialized to
make a kind of rough approximation between cause and
effect. If we want to communicate a strong emotiomn, if

we want to convince someone that, say, we love them, we.

INTRODUGTION 11

realize that we need to speak passionately and forthrightly.
If we want to break bad news to someone, we lower our
voices and choose our words carefully. We are trained to
think that what goes into any transaction or relationship
or system must be directly related, in intensity and dimen-
ston, to what comes out. Consider, for example, the fol-
lowing puzzle. I give you a large piece of paper, and [ ask
you to fold it over once, and then take that folded paper
and fold it over again, and then again, and again, until you
have refolded the original paper 5o times. How tall do you
think the final stack is going to be? In answer to that ques-
tion, most people will fold the sheet in their mind’s eye,
and guess that the pile would be as thick as a phone book
o, if they’re really courageous, they’ll say that it would be
as tall as a refrigerator. But the real answer is that the
height of the stack would approximate the distance to the
sun. And if you folded it over one more time, the stack
would be as high as the distance to the sun and baclk. This
is an example of what in mathematics is called a geometric
progression. Epidemics are another example of geometric
progression: when a virus spreads through a population,
it doubles and doubles again, until it has (figuratively)
grown from a single sheet of paper all the way to the sunin
fifty steps. As human beings we have a hard time with this
kind of progression, because the end result — the effect —
seems far out of proportion to the cause. To appreciate the
power of epidemics, we have to abandon this expectation
about proportionality. We need to prepare ourselves for
the possibility that sometimes big changes follow from
small events, and that sometimes these changes can happen
very quickly.




a3 axoym ooe[d e st jutog Surddiy, o jo prom oyy ang

owm jo 9dessed Apears a1 Aq 398 suone1oadxs o ‘SISE

-npead 9Ieay 18 ‘e 9IE 4\ [MA0UG WP A[panus Furnp
-2WO0S 2WO29( prY Wity “padueyd pey 3uliiloss — Junp

Jurzewre o) SEA SIY1 pue — 194 ‘SpIOA JATI0 U ‘paﬂueqn '

' pey dumiou 1somW 'saa1dap 1€ Sem 1T MOU pPUE ‘3UTHIAS
snotaaxd oy seardep ¥ waaq asey Iydmu 3] ar0jaq
3utuoas a3 waaq pey I UBY3 He}mbus 151y 51 Jo Surnrow
9TJ3 U0 JIPJOD YOTI 3 USEM 3] & 1 JO 41915410 912 [ais ut
-Jadux_rqm ‘aouelIsqns .&Hng “a3uens STy Ut Inoqe E_HI_.H;US
“A[STIOATOU rel STY Sugggam ‘paw[ayMI2A0 puT PaIy3Iep
PUER PIYO0Ys Ses SE] "W ISIT 3R JOJ MOUS JIITNOOUD
Addnd s [rurey 1o Zumas praio € st 9UO JqUIATLI ]

| '30U0 1B HE 21e1d
-2IUISIp U ofi] A[IlUe] PUE ‘SIUSPNIS JIOYL JO [0JIUOD 2S0]
wed sjooyas wog Surddiy, oy e e 1e A[rpeass surpoep
1wou Aew Aaql ssumawos Ing ‘uoissaidord Apesls jo
PUTY 2WOS TT JUI09p Swa[qord [erd0s pue SPooyIoqySeu
1203 A[PATIINIUI ‘BTUNSSE a4\ 2[qNOp Afreau — jurod Jer3 o3
dn [1e ae asowr Apaeq yomgm — sjrd padeuasy Jo7 Sunreaq
-PIy2 Jo saaex a1 quro g uiddiy, awes 2y 1y "2[qnop UEY)
d10w $a3es no-dorp —3uad1ad ¥ 01 1weo1ed 97§ woxy
— surod a3eauaorad 7'z 1snl syjej sraxTom smyeds-ydry jo
ofejuaorad a1y se ‘ofdurexa I0j ‘ULIp[IY[O0YDS {IT[] 104
'papo[dxa smanOId a3 “uaniad ¢ M0f3q paddo.rp s[euors
-sej01d  Jo JaqWNU BYI URYM ING SIIYIOM snyels
-ydm 0 1wa01ad § pue of wadmiaq Jo spooyroqudeu Ul
so1ex 1no-doap ooyas o sorer Aoweudard ur ooudIAIIp
SP PUNO} S 'POOYIOQUIBY JWeS Y} U SI9FeUd3)
JO $3AT[ 23 UO SEY — _SNILIS Y3, SE PaUap SBY TEasng
STISU3Y) 9Y3 WOYM SI9YDEa] ‘syodeurwr ‘slﬁuowsg}cud a1

[ NOILONQOULNI

— AVUMIITIOD € UT SO [0 JO AN I J190ffS 3T
1e PIYOO] sey STOUT] JO ANSIAAI( Y} Je js1doforos ®
‘oues) ueygeuo[ sito Jurddry, saey sorwapids Iy

© ("ser0upuy a1 298 ‘SIUIOJ Burddry, Jo sonewrayye a1

jo Uop,'eueldxa ue 30q) 'auoqd T2 & PeY 2U045049 A[uép

-pns pue juroJ Surddry, 3 £8ojouroa1 o1y uayM ‘gE6T

[N 19135 103 901AIS PUE “sadeayo pue Joyews 303 L1l
‘50661 oy yAnoay[, £10109(e1) JTUES YL PIMO[[O] dATY
souoyd sepnfpp wonessdo o auof pey SaUIYIEUI MIU
uorrw om3 6§61 £q pue “ead TeT) PIOS 1M SIUTIEW
oryrun y Juto Surddyy, sutgoe Xey oy s2A uasos-A1g8ro
99790 N] "XeJ € 108 03 3u04I943 JOF SSUSS IPET 1T JLU3 SIXT]
pey oydoad y3nous ‘Lgé1 ut NUD ‘saXE] 210W puE d10UW
1g8noq AJipesis pue AJMO[s sassaulsng ‘sTedk 20y} IXOU
oY) J0,T “Tea ISIIY TeY) UL $21e1G PIUU) YL UT SIUIOEI
25011 JO 000‘0g INOE P[OS put ‘6T UT JUIYIEL X pootad
-a0[ 3811 3y paonponut dreyg £3o[ouypa1 mou Aue Jo
tononpoxn a1 03 3mo ] Surddry v st 1ot se ysnf ‘sorddng
YSTE] JO 20UaZIausar af) I0F W04 Surddyy, & pue ‘s0661
Ayrea oY1 UL 10X MAN] UT SWLIO JUS[OIA 103 O] Buiddiy,
e seam o111, urod Sur[ioq 913 ‘PrOYsAIYI Y3 SSEL [EINLID
JO WAWOUL 3T ST IUTOJ Furddry, oy, ApeyerpatuTul JSOUIE
JAES] P[NOA ST SUTUTEWST 3T JO 1SOW :_“dp” plnoa
£)TUnTITIod U3 Jey) PaaIasqo s1s1dojoroos — Aes quaazad
oz — jutod uTelIed B PAYOEI pootroqyseu repnonzed €
ur éuaoymmv ueoLyy Sutwooul Jo JoquUInU IR AL
'J;‘EQI{JJO [N QLIS 2Y[3 JO ST JIPO dY1 UT Fuar] sy
JO sqInNS Y3 03 IYAL[ Y3 AGLIISIP O3 SGL6T By} U 981
repndod oyut sures 3811y woissardxa Y], 3daooe o1 Je Jo

1SaPIEY] Ayl 3] [[4 3T pue JuIo g Surddry, oy jo vopt

a1y JO 121U30 T3 3E ST IFURID UIPPNS JO Ayiqrssod sy,

LNIOJ DNILJIL EHL 7L




I4 THE TIPPING POINT

unexpected becomes expected, where radical change is
more than possibility. It is — contrary to all our expecta-
tions — a certainty. '

In pursuit of this radical idea, I'm going to take you to
Baltimore, to learn from the epidemic of syphilis in that
city. I'm going to introduce three fascinating kinds of
people I call Mavens, Connectors, and Salesmen, who play
a critical role in the word-of-mouth epidemics that dictate
our tastes and trends and fashions. T'll take you to the set
of the children’s shows Sesame Street and Blue’s Clues and
into the fascinating world of the man who helped to create
the Columbia Record Club to look at how messages can
be structured to have the maximum possible impact on all
their audience. I’ll take you to a high-tech company in
Delaware to talk about the Tipping Points that govern
group life and to the subways of New York City to under-
stand how the crime epidemic was brought to an end
there. 'The point of all of this is to answer two simple ques-
tions that lie at the heart of what we would all like to
accomplish as educators, parents, marketers, business
people, and policymakers. Why is it that some ideas or
behaviors or products start epidemics and others don’t?
And what can we do to deliberately start and control posi-
tive epidemics of our own?

The Three Rules of
Epidemics

n the mid-1gg0s, the city of Baltimore was
I attacked by an epidemic of syphilis. In the

space of a year, from 1995 to 1996, the number
of children born with the disease increased by
sco percent. If you look at Baltimore’s syphilis rates on a
graph, the line runs straight for years and then, when it
hits 1995, rises almost at a right angle.

What caused Baltimore’s syphilis problem to tip?
According to the Centers for Disease Control, the prob-
lem was crack cocaine. Crack is known to cause a dramatic
increase in the kind of risky sexual behavior that leads to
the spread of things like HIV and syphilis. It brings far
more people into poor areas to buy drugs, which then
increases the likelithood that they will take an infection
home with them to their own neighborhood. It changes
the patterns of social connections between neighbor-
hoods. Crack, the CDC said, was the little push that the
syphilis problem needed to turn into a raging epidemic.







