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Introduction 

 

Curiosity and desire are two psychological forces that play a pivotal role in shaping consumer 

interest and influencing purchase decisions. Curiosity is the internal drive to explore the 

unknown and acquire information, whereas desire is associated with the feeling of wanting or 

the aspiration to attain something. Recent research links curiosity with the brain’s reward 

system, indicating a close relationship between curiosity (the need to know) and desire (the 

need for a reward or external goal) (Loewenstein, 1994; Kang et al., 2009). 

 

This report explores key psychological theories that have addressed curiosity most notably 

the Information Gap Theory alongside the role of the dopaminergic neural system in 

connecting curiosity and desire. It also examines the differences between intrinsic curiosity 

and extrinsic desire. Furthermore, we analyze how this interrelationship affects consumer 

behavior and purchasing decisions. Finally, we review how this connection is practically 

applied in modern marketing strategies such as teaser advertisements and narrative 

storytelling by drawing on real-world case studies that demonstrate the success of these 

approaches. 

 

The Information Gap Theory: Curiosity as a Motivational 
Force 

 

One of the most prominent theories in understanding curiosity is the Information Gap 

Theory, proposed by behavioral scientist George Loewenstein in the 1990s. According to 

this theory, curiosity arises when an individual perceives a gap between what they know and 

what they want to know (Loewenstein, 1994). In other words, the recognition of missing 

information creates a cognitive tension that motivates individuals to close that gap. 

 

Loewenstein describes curiosity as a state of discomfort, akin to an “itch” for knowledge that 

can only be relieved by acquiring the missing information. The very presence of an 



information gap is enough to prompt action in pursuit of closure. For example, when a 

consumer sees an advertisement with incomplete details about a new product, they may 

experience intense curiosity that drives them to seek out further information or even try the 

product in order to satisfy their informational need. 

 

Intrinsic Curiosity vs. Extrinsically Driven Information 
Seeking 

 

It is essential to distinguish between two types of curiosity or cognitive motivation: 

intrinsically driven curiosity and extrinsic information-seeking behavior. Intrinsic 

curiosity is self-originated, where the mere acquisition of information serves as a reward, 

with no external incentive involved. In contrast, the pursuit of information may sometimes be 

driven by external motives such as answering a question to win a prize or making a profitable 

decision. 

 

Theoretically, curiosity is often classified as a self-determined drive for knowledge. 

Meanwhile, the pursuit of knowledge for instrumental or outcome-based purposes falls under 

extrinsic motivation (Deci & Ryan, 1985). However, research shows that both intrinsic and 

extrinsic curiosity share similar neural mechanisms (Gruber et al., 2014). Despite 

originating from different motivational roots, curiosity whether intrinsic or extrinsic 

activates the same reward-related brain circuits that are typically involved in externally 

triggered desires. 

 

This means the brain perceives valuable information as a type of reward, not unlike food, 

money, or social recognition. When we obtain enjoyable or meaningful knowledge, it 

activates pleasure centers in the brain much like any tangible reward would. 

 

Neurological Foundations: The Dopaminergic Reward 
System and Curiosity 

 

To understand the neurological link between curiosity and desire, one must examine the 

brain’s reward system, which is primarily governed by the neurotransmitter dopamine. 

This system comprising structures such as the substantia nigra/ventral tegmental area 



(SN/VTA) and the nucleus accumbens is responsible for generating feelings of pleasure and 

reinforcement when rewards are anticipated or received (Bromberg-Martin et al., 2010). 

 

What is fascinating is that this same reward system becomes active when our curiosity is 

aroused. When an individual experiences curiosity, dopamine levels increase in the brain 

much like they do when anticipating chocolate, nicotine, or even the thrill of competition 

(Kang et al., 2009). 

 

For instance, 2014 functional neuroimaging (fMRI) study exposed participants to a series of 

questions designed to elicit curiosity. Results showed that high-curiosity states triggered 

increased activity in dopaminergic brain areas, such as the nucleus accumbens (Gruber et 

al., 2014). Neuroscientist Charan Ranganath noted that the brain’s activity during these 

moments “beautifully traced the pathways associated with dopamine transmission,” 

underlining curiosity’s neurological similarity to material desire. 

 

As a result of this dopamine surge, individuals do not only experience pleasure during 

curiosity fulfillment but also show enhanced learning and memory retention. In the same 

study, participants better recalled information that piqued their curiosity even when it was 

paired with unrelated content presented at the same time. This phenomenon is attributed to 

the fact that dopamine supports memory formation when the brain is in a state of 

heightened curiosity essentially rewarding itself for gaining new knowledge. 

 

These findings reinforce the idea that curiosity has a reinforcing power like desire. It not 

only propels us toward knowledge acquisition but also cements that knowledge more 

deeply in our minds. From a neurological perspective, curiosity can be considered a form of 

“desire for knowledge” that the brain processes in the same way it processes other reward-

driven desires. 

 

The Impact of Curiosity on Purchase Desire and 
Consumer Behavior 

 

Given the neurological overlap between curiosity and desire, it is unsurprising that curiosity 

has a tangible impact on consumer behavior and purchasing decisions. Curiosity can serve as 

the initial spark that generates a consumer’s interest in a product and motivates them to 

explore it further potentially evolving into a concrete desire to purchase. Below are the 

keyways in which curiosity influences consumer buying behavior: 



• Increased motivation to explore and seek product information: 

When an advertisement or marketing campaign successfully triggers curiosity, it 

motivates the consumer to search for more information. This exploratory behavior 

may uncover product benefits or reduce uncertainty, bringing the consumer closer to a 

purchase decision. Simply devoting time and effort to seeking information signals a 

deeper psychological investment in the product. Marketing experts note that content 

that stimulates curiosity encourages consumers to act, such as clicking to learn 

more or visiting a store crucial step in turning passive interest into active buying 

intent (Loewenstein, 1994; Hill et al., 2015). 

• Stimulating desire through anticipation and reward: 

When curiosity is eventually satisfied either by acquiring information or experiencing 

the product it generates a feeling of reward and emotional satisfaction. This positive 

experience often becomes associated with the product itself. A recent study found 

that fulfilling consumer curiosity about a specific product detail reduced skepticism 

and increased acceptance of the product (Kang et al., 2009). In other words, 

solving a mystery or revealing a hidden feature can create a moment of cognitive 

pleasure, which enhances the consumer’s affinity toward the brand. Notably, this 

effect occurred whether the curiosity was directly related to the product (e.g., a 

hidden feature) or indirect (e.g., solving a riddle within an ad before the product is 

revealed). This implies that placing the consumer in a generally curious state 

increases their receptiveness to marketing messages. 

• Broadening purchase desire (satiation vs. appetite expansion): 

Curiosity can be compared to a cognitive appetite; when stimulated, it can lead 

consumers to try new things. One prominent example is the growing popularity of 

“mystery boxes” or blind boxes in global retail markets. Consumers feel excitement 

and curiosity about what might be inside the sealed package, prompting them to make 

a purchase even without knowing the contents. A 2022 study in China examining the 

rise of mystery box sales found that positive uncertainty significantly increased 

impulsive purchase intentions through heightened curiosity. In this context, 

curiosity acted as a key mediator between mystery and buying behavior (Zhang et 

al., 2022). This effect is also evident in randomized toy collections and monthly 

subscription boxes that deliver surprise items. The curiosity-driven anticipation 

becomes the core motivation for the purchase. 

• Influence on product evaluation and trust: 

As noted earlier, satisfying curiosity helps reduce consumer doubts. Additionally, 

curiosity prompts the consumer to engage more deeply and attentively with the 

product content, which may reduce critical skepticism. In a consumer behavior study, 

arousing and then satisfying curiosity led to less skepticism and greater 

acceptance of advertising messages, ultimately improving attitudes toward the 

product and increasing purchase intent (Gruber et al., 2014). This phenomenon can be 

explained by the consumer’s temporary mental openness and elevated mood 

during the curiosity-reward cycle, which tends to “color” their perception of the 

product more positively a state often referred to as “wearing rose-colored glasses.” 



However, it is important to note that these positive effects depend heavily on 

delivering satisfying answers. If curiosity is sparked but not fulfilled or worse, met 

with a disappointing reveal consumers may feel frustrated or deceived, leading to a 

negative impact on their purchase intent. Therefore, marketers must strike a careful 

balance between creating intrigue and delivering meaningful content to sustain 

consumer interest and convert it into lasting desire. 

Marketing Strategies Based on Curiosity 

 

Marketers have long recognized the power of curiosity in capturing attention and converting 

it into purchasing desire. As a result, they have begun to strategically harness this 

psychological and neurological connection in crafting modern marketing techniques that 

spark and sustain consumer curiosity. Below are the key strategies that leverage the interplay 

between curiosity and desire: 

 

1. Teaser Campaigns 

 

Teaser campaigns rely on generating anticipation by presenting incomplete or ambiguous 

advertising messages that leave the viewer with unanswered questions. The goal is to create 

an information gap that drives the audience to seek out additional details or await a fuller 

reveal. The Information Gap Theory (Loewenstein, 1994) underpins this approach. A 

successful teaser provides a moderate amount of information not too much and not too little 

designed to maximize curiosity without causing frustration. 

 

Research supports the effectiveness of this strategy: mysterious advertising campaigns tend 

to generate more consumer curiosity than conventional ads, which in turn increases 

purchasing motivation. A 2015 study published in the Journal of Business Research 

compared full-disclosure advertisements with intentionally vague ones. The results were 

clear: the ambiguous ads generated significantly greater curiosity, which led to 

heightened excitement about the product and increased purchase intent (Hill et al., 2015). 

Interestingly, the study also found that a moderate level of information was more effective 

than minimal disclosure; participants were more curious when provided with intermediate 

product details than with very sparse information. 

 

This aligns precisely with the logic of the information gap: the audience should be given just 

enough hints to ignite their imagination and suggest the presence of a solvable mystery, but 

not so many details that the mystery is immediately resolved. 



 

Numerous companies have successfully implemented this approach in their promotional 

efforts. Technology firms are known for launching teaser campaigns in the lead-up to 

product releases. Brands like Samsung and Apple frequently engage in these marketing 

showdowns. In a recent Samsung teaser for its AI-powered smartphones, a short (30-second) 

video presented abstract visuals and subtle cues about the phone’s capabilities without 

revealing any concrete details. The message hinted that the device would “open a door” to a 

new era of intelligence, effectively fueling public curiosity. This carefully curated mystery 

encouraged viewers to follow up on launch events or future announcements. 

 

Another iconic example is the Oreo “Mystery Flavor” campaign, in which the company 

introduced a new cookie flavor but withheld its identity. Consumers were invited to guess the 

flavor in exchange for a prize. The campaign was widely considered a “marketing 

masterstroke,” as it drove massive social media engagement and consumer curiosity. 

Practically, it meant that Oreo fans had to buy and taste the product to participate in the 

guessing game thereby boosting sales and increasing brand visibility in everyday 

conversations. 

 

We see similar tactics in the entertainment industry as well. Movie trailer teasers often omit 

major plot elements and instead present cryptic imagery and a release date, prompting 

audiences to speculate and build buzz online. This was notably effective with titles like 

Godzilla and Cloverfield, where cryptic teaser trailers generated widespread intrigue and 

discussion. 

 

In summary, teaser campaigns strategically exploit consumer curiosity as a psychological 

catalyst for attention, engagement, and ultimately purchase. However, as previously 

emphasized, their success hinges on eventually delivering satisfying answers whether 

through follow-up ads or product launch events. Without this payoff, curiosity can quickly 

turn into confusion or disappointment, undermining the brand’s credibility and consumer 

trust. 

2. Storytelling Marketing 

 

Human beings are inherently drawn to stories. There is a natural inclination to ask, “What 

happens next?” This psychological tendency has made storytelling a powerful marketing 

tool for building emotional and cognitive connections with audiences. The strategy involves 

embedding a brand or product within a compelling, multi-part narrative, keeping the 

audience engaged and anticipating the next development while gradually delivering 

marketing messages throughout the journey. 



 

Narrative suspense plays a central role here. By maintaining a sense of unfolding tension, 

story-driven campaigns keep consumer curiosity at high levels throughout the 

marketing cycle. Some brands publish a series of interconnected ads or segment their 

content into “story chapters” across social platforms. In each part, curiosity builds as the 

viewer awaits the next twist. Research shows that ads adopting a mini-series or drama-style 

storytelling format elicit significantly higher engagement, as they evoke a unique mix of 

emotion and curiosity that holds the audience’s attention and strengthens their attachment to 

the brand. 

 

A report by Trend Hunter highlighted that marketers who employ narrative tension and 

television-style storytelling techniques often succeed in capturing both the hearts and minds 

of consumers. By stimulating emotions and sustaining curiosity, such campaigns generate 

excitement around the brand and increase the likelihood of consumer return engagement. 

 

Practical Examples: 

One notable case is BMW’s “The Hire”, a series of short action films released in the early 

2000s. Each episode featured a standalone story centered around an intense scenario, subtly 

showcasing BMW vehicles without overt promotion. The campaign resonated deeply with 

viewers, who followed the episodes like a serialized drama ultimately reinforcing BMW’s 

image as a bold and dynamic brand. 

 

In the era of social media, platforms like Instagram Stories and TikTok have become fertile 

ground for fast-paced, episodic storytelling. For instance, a cosmetics brand may tell the 

story of a young woman preparing for an important event over a series of short clips. In each 

episode, the product appears subtly until the final reveal shows the full transformation. 

Viewers stay engaged out of curiosity to see the final look. 

 

Likewise, open-ended ads have emerged as another form of curiosity-driven storytelling. 

These are advertisements that conclude with a question or an unresolved scenario, nudging 

the audience to await a follow-up or visit the brand’s website for the next chapter. This 

approach extends audience attention spans and fosters deeper interaction with the content 

ultimately transforming that emotional and cognitive connection into genuine desire for the 

product or service being offered. 

 



3. Additional Curiosity-Based Marketing Strategies 

 

Beyond suspense, mystery, and storytelling, marketers have developed various tactics that 

leverage curiosity more directly and interactively: 

• Gamification and Interactive Contests: 

Some marketing campaigns employ games, riddles, or challenges to actively engage 

audiences. For example, certain brands host puzzle-based competitions on social 

media where participants are required to search for answers perhaps through the 

company’s website or solve clues related to a product. In these cases, participation is 

driven by the consumer’s curiosity to “solve the mystery,” sometimes 

accompanied by the potential for a reward. Meanwhile, the consumer is naturally 

exposed to product information during their search. 

This strategy has also been observed in recruitment campaigns, such as Google’s 

billboard puzzles, which challenged problem-solvers and directed them toward 

hidden job application portals. In marketing, such gamified approaches increase 

audience engagement with the brand in an enjoyable and curiosity-driven manner. 

• Mystery in Packaging and In-Store Experience: 

Marketing is not limited to ads product design and packaging can also stimulate 

curiosity. Some companies release limited-edition products in mysterious 

packaging, such as a soda can wrapped in a label featuring only a question mark. 

This tempts consumers to make a purchase simply to discover what’s inside before 

the offer expires. 

Similarly, in retail environments, brands may package products in ways that conceal 

key details or create in-store experiences with elements of surprise such as having 

customers open a gift box at checkout to reveal a prize. This taps into a form of 

“playful uncertainty” that makes the shopping experience more thrilling and 

memorable. The overarching theme here is “Surprise and Delight” using curiosity to 

turn an ordinary transaction into a story worth remembering. 

• Mystery in Brand Identity or Messaging: 

Sometimes, brands deliberately use vague slogans or ambiguous visuals during pre-

launch phases. A fashion brand, for instance, might begin a teaser campaign with the 

cryptic phrase “Are you ready for something you’ve never experienced before?” 

posted on billboards without naming the brand or product, only displaying a 

mysterious symbol. This creates public intrigue and speculation, prompting people 

to discuss and investigate who is behind the campaign. 

Luxury automotive brands often adopt similar techniques, using shadowy silhouettes 

and teaser images of upcoming models with a launch date only provoking curiosity 

among car enthusiasts and generating buzz before the official reveal. 



 

In short, curiosity is a versatile and multi-layered marketing tool. Whether it’s deployed 

through a suspenseful ad, a serialized story, or a retail experience filled with hidden surprises, 

the objective remains the same: to emotionally and cognitively engage the consumer, 

encouraging them to shift from passive reception to active participation in the brand 

experience. 

This active engagement, fueled by curiosity, significantly increases the likelihood that initial 

interest will evolve into a genuine desire to buy. 

 

Recent Scientific Studies and Neurological Monitoring of 
Curiosity 

 

A growing body of scientific research both behavioral and neuroscience-based has confirmed 

the strong link between curiosity stimulation and the activation of the brain’s 

reward/desire system, particularly in consumer contexts. These findings provide concrete 

evidence of how curiosity impacts decision-making, learning, and purchase behavior. 

• Brain Imaging Studies (fMRI): 

A notable 2014 study employed functional magnetic resonance imaging (fMRI) to 

monitor brain activity while participants responded to questions designed to elicit 

curiosity. The researchers observed that the anticipation phase when curiosity 

peaked before the answer was revealed triggered significant activation in 

dopaminergic regions such as the substantia nigra/ventral tegmental area 

(SN/VTA) and the nucleus accumbens. Interestingly, this activity diminished once 

the curiosity was satisfied, mirroring what occurs when a person anticipates and then 

receives a tangible reward (Gruber et al., 2014). 

Another study published in Neuron the same year found a strong correlation 

between brain activity during curious states and improved memory formation. 

This supports the idea that curiosity engages the brain’s reward system in much 

the same way as external incentives and produces measurable effects such as 

enhanced learning and recall. 

• Behavioral Experiments: 

Beyond theoretical models and marketing case studies, controlled experiments have 

directly measured how curiosity shapes consumer decisions. In one 2015 study, 

participants were offered product choices presented via two types of advertisements: 

standard informational ads and teasers that left some product details ambiguous. 



The latter group exposed to curiosity-inducing messages showed significantly higher 

interest and purchase rates. 

Additional research has shown that uncertainty and mystery, such as the inclusion 

of a surprise prize, can prompt more impulsive buying behavior by triggering 

curiosity. Remarkably, this effect isn’t limited to hedonic or entertainment-based 

products. One recent study demonstrated that using “curiosity lures” in advertising 

where information is revealed only if consumers make a specific choice can nudge 

people toward healthier or more ethical options, even when those go against their 

immediate impulses. For instance, the desire to discover an answer can outweigh 

the craving for a sugary snack, encouraging the consumer to make a more rational 

or socially desirable choice. 

• Physiological and Neuromarketing Tools: 

In the emerging field of neuromarketing, researchers use tools such as 

electroencephalograms (EEG) and eye-tracking technology to monitor how 

audiences respond to different types of advertisements. An increase in brainwave 

patterns associated with attention or cognitive arousal during an ad is taken as a sign 

of successful engagement. 

Furthermore, recall tests conducted after exposure to teaser versus traditional ads 

consistently show that curiosity-driven content enhances consumer memory. That 

is, information delivered in a context of suspense tends to embed more deeply in the 

consumer’s mind, making them more likely to remember the product and its features 

when it comes time to make a purchasing decision. 

These advanced research methods now allow for real-time tracking of curiosity 

“signatures” in the brain as users interact with marketing materials. This enables 

marketers to better understand how to strike the optimal balance between suspense 

and satisfaction in their messaging. 

 

Conclusion and Integrative Analysis 

 

The evidence presented throughout this paper reveals a profound connection between 

curiosity as an intrinsic cognitive drive and desire as an extrinsic motivational force. 

Psychologically and neurologically, curiosity functions as a hidden engine capable of 

activating the brain’s “desire circuitry” via dopaminergic pathways, generating 

excitement and anticipation like the urge for material rewards. 

 

This dynamic interplay is precisely what makes curiosity a valuable tool in shaping consumer 

behavior. When a marketer successfully triggers the audience’s curiosity, they are not merely 

capturing attention they are tapping into the motivational core of the consumer’s brain, 



planting a subtle but powerful need for resolution. This need, often insatiable, can only be 

fulfilled by acquiring more knowledge or directly engaging with the product. Thus, curiosity 

gradually transforms into authentic purchase desire, driven by the promise of intellectual or 

experiential gratification. 

 

However, it is essential to acknowledge the risks and limitations of curiosity-based 

strategies. Curiosity is a double-edged sword: if a brand leans too heavily into mystery 

without offering a meaningful reward, curiosity can backfire, resulting in confusion or 

disappointment. Likewise, curiosity cannot salvage a subpar product; even if a consumer 

makes an initial purchase out of curiosity, their enthusiasm may quickly fade if the 

experience does not meet expectations potentially leading to deeper disillusionment. 

 

The most effective marketing practices treat curiosity as a gateway to ignite desire, but they 

also follow through by delivering substance with integrity and consistency thus converting 

fleeting attention into long-term loyalty. In unconventional or “surreal” sales contexts that 

is, immersive marketing experiences that blend fantasy and spectacle curiosity plays an 

especially central role. These environments intentionally pull consumers out of the ordinary 

and into something novel and emotionally charged. Curiosity becomes the force that draws 

them deeper into the narrative. 

Examples include virtual reality brand activations or branded escape rooms, where curiosity-

driven exploration fuses with entertainment to create a memorable, surreal buying 

experience. 

 

In conclusion, theory and empirical research alike confirm that curiosity has the power to 

expand and deepen consumer desire in ways that surpass traditional persuasion techniques. 

It stimulates the mind, activates internal reward systems, and transforms the consumer from a 

passive observer into an active participant in the buying journey. 

Therefore, understanding the psychological and neurological relationship between 

curiosity and desire is not merely an academic exercise it is a practical key to crafting bold, 

engaging, and innovative marketing strategies. 

 

The exceptional marketer is not just a persuader, but a catalyst of curiosity someone who 

creates a mental “itch” in the consumer’s mind and offers the right scratch at just the right 

time, leaving a lasting impression not only on the product, but on the entire emotional 

memory of the buying experience. 



Concluding Remarks 

This paper encourages further exploration into the intersection of consumer psychology 

and neuroscience, particularly how curiosity can ethically enhance engagement without 

manipulation.  
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