Mystery, Curiosity and Surprise

Most people seem to like surprises and mystery. It also seems that curiosity has the power
to drive us to do strange and counter-intuitive things. We like to know what is in the mystery
box, what is behind door number 3, what happens after the season finale, what the red “do
not press” button actually does, if we can climb to the top of the rickety looking rope.
Curiosity can also be seen around problem solving. Whilst at times we need to solve the
problem, there is no need for us to do puzzles like crosswords or to learn languages that we
do not really need. These kinds of drives seem to fall in or around curiosity. Think of
children and how they learn. I remember being told and told and told that the berries in the
garden were poisonous, but curiosity got the better of me – I had to find out if they really
were. The resulting vomiting supplied me with the answer to my curiosity. I could not deal
with this idea that I just didn’t know for myself. Curiosity lead me to learn about
Gamification and learn how to programme.
It is something games make use of all the time. They keep the player wondering what
happens next, ramp up the suspense to make the player keep going “just a moment longer”
to see the next surprise or resolution of a mystery. Some players find that curiosity will
drive them to test the boundaries of the environment, looking in every cupboard, finding
every secret. They use surprise to keep that feeling of uncertainty – because it may lead to
another surprise.
My curiosity was peaked as I realised that I had no idea why this may be the case – I like to
understand these things!
There is some research on curiosity and how we deal with it, but it seems that there is no
definite answer. I am not a psychologist, so won’t insult you by trying to pretend that I
understand everything that I have read. However, some think that it is purely an internal
(intrinsic) drive (drive theory). This theorises that curiosity is a drive similar to thirst.
When your curiosity is peaked – you have to satisfy it in some way. This explains (to an
extent) why we seek out puzzles and mystery. We don’t need to, but we do it anyway.
Another strand of theory is called incongruity theory. This states that curiosity is
triggered by external events that don’t fit in to our “normal” view of the world. You see a
box in the middle of nowhere with a sign saying “open me”. As well as the drive to satisfy
your curiosity about what is in the box, you will probably also be curious about why on earth
it is there.
It may be because we need to make sure that we are safe. How do we know if something
will harm us if we don’t investigate? It could be the sense of achievement when curiosity is
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satisfied – when the mystery is solved.
There are many more theories out there, it is quite interesting if you are curious about such
things!
In gamification we can make use of curiosity, mystery and surprise. Let people explore (this
is especially important if you are looking to encourage Free Spirit behaviour), don’t feel you
have to explain everything. Nudge people towards things, but don’t over explain them. Peak
their curiosity and let them discover it for themselves. They will get a sense of achievement
from solving the mystery themselves. Reinforce this with surprises for solving and finding
interesting things.
Please wait...
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