
Introductory notes for the Preface 

Beginning with the study of curiosity, this book presents a new general theory of motivation in which 

a few basic concepts are applied to a wide range of cognitive motivation. It is the result of two 

sustained bursts of research and writing separated by a decades-long career in academia and ministry. 

I first explored the subject of psychogenic motivation in the late 1950s and early 1960s in my doctoral 

work at Harvard.  Although I did not know it at the time, I was working in the midst of a movement in 

psychology that became known later as the cognitive revolution. The founders of that movement 

combined an exalted academic style with a commitment to new principles that promised to reshape 

the way human thought, feeling and behaviour were understood.  “That revolution was intended to 

bring ‘mind’ back into the human sciences after a long cold winter of objectivism,” some of the 

leaders aiming “to establish meaning as the central concept of psychology - not stimuli and responses” 

(Bruner 1990) p. 1-2. As a PhD student, my contribution was a cognitive process theory of curiosity 

in which I explained curiosity as a result of conceptual conflict. Reflecting on this work some 40 

years later I found that I was dissatisfied with the narrowness of my explanatory dynamic – in 

particular, its failure to give a greater motivational role to emotion. I began to explore the many lines 

of research that spanned the intervening years, and I soon encountered George Loewenstein’s review 

of the subject (Loewenstein 1994), in which he propounded a general principle that curiosity is 

motivated by gaps in knowledge. Could we explain this kind of motivation by reference to gaps rather 

than conflicts? I found this interesting but thought focussing on gaps was too negative, based as it was 

on a desire to escape unfavourable conditions created by a perceived deficiency.  

At around that time (2001) I was contacted by a PhD student at Buffalo, Todd Kashdan, who has 

since published a significant book on curiosity (Kashdan 2009) and become a leader in the developing 

field of positive psychology. He favoured Lowenstein’s gap theory and in his later work he rejected 

my conceptual conflict model. Interestingly, he had the same objection to my model as I had to the 

gap theory: he thought it too negative. I agreed that curiosity should have a positive motivation, so we 

needed something other than gaps and conflicts that could nevertheless accommodate those two ideas.  

Reflecting on this, it occurred to me that there is an overarching concept that can account for both the 

gap theory and the conceptual conflict theory. I hit upon the idea of completing incomplete images, 

resolving both gaps and conflicts, and more – reaching for a new whole image or gestalt. Whether 

Gordon Allport had planted that idea in my mind at Harvard all those years ago, I cannot say, but I 

recalled his proposition from an earlier time: “Motives are always a kind of striving for some form of 

completion” (Allport 1937b). He was one who still found relevance in gestalt concepts, as did his 

once junior colleague Jerome Bruner. The idea of an incomplete gestalt offered itself to me as a 

general model of cognitive and affective processes that could provide for the filling of gaps in 

knowledge and the resolution of conceptual conflicts, and do so in such a way as to lead to a new 

creation. Gestalt theory was no longer at the forefront of cognitive psychology, but this idea pointed 

to the possibility of a general theory that extended the explanation of curiosity through the field of 

intrinsic motivation and beyond, to the full range of cognitive motivation. That was what I aimed to 

explore – the application of a few very basic ideas in a general theory to explain a wide range of 

related motivational phenomena. 


