
Introduction

Innovation is often associated with cutting-edge technology or billion-dollar ideas.
But sometimes, the most successful innovations are small, simple, and surprising—
like the humble Post-it Note. This everyday product, now found in offices, schools,
and homes worldwide, was born not from market research or business strategy,
but from scientific curiosity and accidental discovery.

CHAPTER 4
STICKY SUCCESS – 3M
AND THE POST-IT NOTE

The story of the Post-it Note is a classic example of serendipitous innovation,
internal idea development, and creative repositioning. It offers valuable lessons in
how to recognize potential, support internal entrepreneurship, and turn a problem
into a market-defining solution.

Accidental Discovery: A Solution Without a Problem

In the 1960s, the Minnesota Mining and Manufacturing Company—better known as
3M—was running a research project on adhesives. Dr. Spencer Silver, a scientist at
3M, was working to develop a super-strong adhesive. But during his experiments, he
accidentally created something very different: a low-tack, reusable adhesive. It was
sticky enough to hold two surfaces together, but weak enough to be peeled off
without tearing or leaving residue.

At first, the adhesive seemed useless. It was too weak for standard applications like
packaging or construction. For years, Silver tried to promote his “solution without a
problem” inside 3M, giving presentations and sharing samples. But there was no
obvious use for it—and no market demand.



CONNECTING THE DOTS: THE ROLE OF INTERNAL INNOVATION

The breakthrough came in 1974, when another 3M employee, Art Fry, had a
frustrating experience. As a church choir member, Fry often used paper slips to
mark pages in his hymnal, but they kept falling out. He remembered Silver’s unusual
adhesive and thought, "What if I could make a bookmark that sticks to the page but
can also be removed cleanly?"

Fry began experimenting, applying Silver’s adhesive to small pieces of paper. It
worked. He could mark his page without damaging the book. Fry realized this wasn’t
just a better bookmark—it was a new communication tool: a reusable, movable
note.
This was the beginning of the Post-it Note, though the product underwent several
changes before reaching the market.

Figure 1:  Dr. Spencer Silver was trying to invent a super-strong adhesive—but accidentally
created a weak, peelable glue instead. At first, no one knew what to do with it!



Development Challenges: From Lab to Market

Bringing the Post-it Note to market was not easy. There were technical problems to
solve. The adhesive had to be applied evenly, and the paper had to release cleanly.
Engineers had to design a new priming process to coat the back of the paper so it
would hold the adhesive correctly.

But the biggest challenge wasn’t technical—it was conceptual. People didn’t
understand why they would need a small, sticky piece of paper. It didn’t solve an
obvious problem, and market researchers were skeptical. When 3M conducted
limited product trials under the name “Press’n Peel,” the results were poor. People
didn’t buy it.

But 3M didn’t give up. In 1978, they tried a different strategy in Boise, Idaho. They
gave away free samples of the product to office workers, teachers, and secretaries
—people who regularly wrote notes. This time, the response was enthusiastic. Over
90% of users wanted more. People discovered the value only after using the
product.

This approach—later called the “Boise Blitz”—convinced 3M to move forward. In
1980, the product was launched nationwide under the new name: Post-it® Notes.

Figure 2: The sticky notes were originally called “Press’n Peel” during early market tests, and
they flopped. It wasn’t until the “Boise Blitz” free-sample campaign that people saw how
useful they really were.



RAPID ADOPTION AND MARKET SUCCESS

Once launched, the Post-it Note quickly became a runaway success. Its usefulness
was obvious once people tried it. It offered a better way to leave messages, mark
documents, or organize thoughts. Offices, schools, and homes embraced it.

The product evolved over time:

Different sizes, shapes, and colors.
Lined versions for note-taking.
Tabs, flags, and super-sticky variants.
Integration with digital tools, such as Post-it apps for scanning notes.

Today, Post-it Notes are used in brainstorming sessions, design thinking workshops,
classroom activities, and creative projects around the world.

INTELLECTUAL PROPERTY AND COMPETITIVE EDGE

3M protected its innovation in multiple ways:

1.Patents: The adhesive technology and application methods were patented,
preventing competitors from copying the exact formula.

2.Trademarks: The name “Post-it” and even the canary yellow color were
trademarked. This helped 3M build brand recognition and block imitation
products.

3.Distribution and marketing: 3M used its existing sales network and reputation
for quality to gain market access.

By building both technical protection and brand loyalty, 3M ensured long-term
dominance in the sticky note market.



INNOVATION CONCEPT APPLICATION IN POST-IT NOTE CASE

Serendipitous discovery The adhesive was invented by accident.

Internal entrepreneurship Idea was developed by employees through collaboration.

Repositioning Turned a weak adhesive into a new kind of product.

Sampling and market testing
Boise Blitz showed that user experience mattered more than

theory.

Branding and simplicity Catchy name, clear value, and iconic design.

INNOVATION INSIGHTS FROM THE POST-IT NOTE

CHALLENGES AND CONTROVERSIES

Despite its success, the Post-it Note story includes some controversies. In the late
1990s, inventor Alan Amron claimed he had created a similar product earlier and
shared it with 3M. He filed lawsuits, but the cases were settled confidentially. 3M
maintained that its own researchers independently developed the product.

This situation highlights the importance of:

Clear invention records.
Patent filings.
Ethical practices in idea sharing and ownership.



BROADER IMPACT AND CULTURAL SIGNIFICANCE

Post-it Notes are now more than just office supplies—they are part of popular
culture. They’ve appeared in films like Romy and Michele’s High School Reunion,
TV shows like Sex and the City, and even in art installations and stop-motion
animations.

In business, they became tools for:

Agile project management (e.g., Kanban boards).
Brainstorming and ideation.
User journey mapping in design thinking.

The Post-it Note helped shape how teams collaborate visually and share ideas
rapidly.

Figure 3: The first Post-it Notes were canary yellow simply because the scrap paper next to
the lab was yellow, and the color stuck (literally and culturally)!



CONCLUSION

The Post-it Note may be small, but its innovation story is big. It teaches us that not
all innovations start with a clear plan—some emerge through curiosity,
persistence, and collaboration. It also shows the power of supporting internal
creativity, listening to user feedback, and creating a product that becomes part of
everyday life.

For students of innovation management, the Post-it Note reminds us that simple
ideas, when developed thoughtfully and marketed wisely, can become some of the
most enduring and profitable innovations of all time.

Term Definition

Serendipity An accidental but fortunate discovery.

Technology
transfer

Moving innovations from research to product development.

Internal
entrepreneurship

Employees driving innovation within a company.

Repositioning
Finding a new use or market for an existing product or
technology.

Sampling strategy Giving free product samples to encourage trial and adoption.

VOCABURALY


