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Guild Research Types
The eLearning Guild delivers four specific types of research reports whose single goal is helping you make
sense of the depth of our field. We work with great thinkers to analyze existing and new sources of knowledge
and bring you concise reports that you can use to make important decisions, inform practice, and keep upto-date. This is where you will find out about research in the field, new technologies, and what your peers are
doing and thinking, in practical language.
Perspectives: This type of report discusses myths, issues, and concerns, and educates learning and
eLearning practitioners and managers so they can make informed decisions on important issues in the
learning field. These reports include relevant references from the field and provide educated opinions.
Hot Topics: The training industry is constantly coming up with new technologies. This type of report
explains new technologies from all relevant angles to learning and eLearning practitioners and
managers so they can quickly get up to speed on critical new knowledge.
Big Answers: This type of report provides definitive answers to significant questions that learning
and eLearning practitioners and managers need to improve their practice. These reports pull together
relevant research on critical questions in the learning field in an open and practitioner-friendly way.
Survey: This type of report answers questions that learning and eLearning practitioners and managers
have about the thoughts, practices, actions, and choices of other eLearning professionals. These
reports are based on survey responses from eLearning Guild members.

Disclaimer
The ratings, information, and opinions set forth on the Guild Research section of The eLearning Guild Website,
and in the Guild Research charts and graphs found in this report, are those of the members of The eLearning
Guild. The eLearning Guild, Focuszone Media, Inc., and its officers, employees, directors, and shareholders have
no liability for any loss, damage, action, causes of action, expense, cost, or liability including attorney fees,
arising out of any statements, ratings, information, opinions, or claims set forth in the Guild Research section.
See the “Guild Research” section of the Privacy, Membership, and Terms of Use Agreement at http://www.
elearningguild.com/pbuild/linkbuilder.cfm?selection=fol.12.

i

+ 1 . 7 0 7. 5 6 6 . 8 9 9 0

w w w. e L e a r n i n g G u i l d . c o m

HOT TOPICS
Gamification, Games, and Learning: What Managers and Practitioners Need to Know

License Agreement for Guild Research
The eLearning Guild (the “Guild”) provides charts, graphs, studies, reports, and other research materials
in the field of eLearning on its website and in printed form (the “Materials”) for use by persons engaged
in advancing research and study in eLearning. Except as provided herein, none of the Materials may be
duplicated, copied, re-published, or reused without written permission from the Guild. The Materials reflect
the research and opinion of the Guild’s members, as well as the opinions of certain subject matter experts
contracted by the Guild.
The Guild grants a limited, non-exclusive, non-transferable license to each user permitted under the
particular license category he/they have purchased (each “Member,” “Member-Plus,” or “Premium Member”
being a “Licensee”) to use the Materials in accordance with the following terms and conditions:
1. 	

Except as otherwise restricted in this License Agreement, Licensee may read, download, and print
the Materials for Licensee’s personal use for purposes of research, evaluation, development, and
testing in order to advance knowledge in the field of eLearning.

2. 	 Licensee may cite, reproduce, or copy up to four statistics, tables, graphs, or charts in any 12-month
period, but may not reproduce images that show product comparisons without written permission
from the Guild. Additional citations, reproductions, or copies may be made only with written
permission from the Guild.
3. 	

The Guild must be cited as the source of any original statistics, tables, graphs, charts, or any other
Materials copied or reproduced by Licensee. The citation to the Guild as the source must be in
eight-point font or larger, and be placed immediately following the portion of the Materials used
by Licensee.

4. 	Licensee may not use or distribute the materials for commercial purposes, directly or indirectly.
Commercial use or distribution of the Materials is permitted only pursuant to a separate reprint/
redistribution commercial license agreement between Licensee and the Guild. The Guild retains all
commercial rights in the Materials.
5. 	 This License Agreement grants to Licensee no right, title, or interest in or to the Guild’s copyrights
or other intellectual property in the Materials. Other than the specific rights granted by this License
Agreement, the Guild retains all right, title, and interest in and to the Materials.
6. 	

The Guild makes no representations or warranties of any kind, express or implied, with regard to
the Materials. The Guild makes no express or implied warranties of merchantability or fitness for a
particular purpose with regard to the Materials, and no warranty that the use of the Materials will not
infringe any patent, copyright, trademark, or other intellectual or proprietary rights.

7. 	Licensee agrees to use the materials in compliance with all applicable laws.
8. 	 In any use of the Materials by Licensee, Licensee may not, in any way, indicate or imply that the Guild
has endorsed Licensee or its products.
9. 	 Neither the Guild, nor its employees, agents, or representatives, will be liable or responsible to
Licensee in any manner whatsoever for damages of any nature, incidental, consequential, or punitive,
arising from the termination of this License Agreement or the use of the Materials by Licensee.
10. 	 The provisions of the Privacy, Membership, and Terms of Use Agreement between Licensee and the
Guild, including specifically but without limitation the Guild Research section of such agreement, are
incorporated in this License Agreement by reference, and are a part of this License Agreement.
11. 	 This License Agreement is to be construed and enforced in accordance with the laws of the state of
California. The parties consent to the exclusive jurisdiction of the state and federal courts located in
Sonoma County, California.
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Preface
The time to create interactive and immersive learning is now. For far too long the
creation of mind-numbing eLearning courses—where the learner simply presses
<Next> to move through a course—has been the norm. The future of eLearning cannot
be boring courses lacking engagement or emotional response. Instead they need to
be interactive, engaging, and full of passion and enthusiasm. In short, the future of
eLearning must include games and gamification.
Games provide a built-in level of interactivity and engagement. In fact, it is difficult
to design a game that does not include interaction between the player and the game
content or between two or more players. The nature of games is interactivity, which,
we know from research, leads to learning and higher rates of retention. It seems that
games are naturally built to foster learning. The trick with learning games is to craft the
game to meet the needs of learning while making it highly interactive. The best way to
begin to learn to do this is to examine successful examples and utilize those techniques
as you craft, or ask a vendor to craft, learning games.
While many individuals in the eLearning field understand the power of games for
learning, the concept of gamification for learning is, at times, a little harder to grasp.
Simply put, gamification is taking the elements of games that lead to learning and
using them individually. So rather than create an entire game about sales leadership,
the instructional designer takes existing content and adds points for completing an
assignment and badges for achieving a certain level of mastery related to the content.
This methodology, when done right, has shown to be effective for propelling learners
through content and is not as foreign to learning as you may think. In fact, all you need
to do is look at the current school system where learners earn points for homework
assignments and tests, earn badges in the form of letter grades, and move from level to
level until graduation. School, to a certain extent, has been gamified for decades. This is
sometimes referred to as “structural gamification,” which is adding a structure of game
elements around already existing content without altering the content.
However, points, badges, and leaderboards are not the reason people play games. So,
while these elements of games are a good start for helping to create engagement,
the real value will come with deeper game elements like story, freedom to fail, and
challenge. Altering content to be more game-like is called “content gamification.”
Research has shown again and again that people engage in content when they are
challenged to learn rather than simply given answers and that bulleted lists are less
effective at teaching and recalling facts than a story that includes those facts. As the
field of gamification is beginning to blossom and take shape, eLearning designers and
developers need to begin to apply these techniques.
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One good way to begin to explore gamification is to read examples of how it is
properly and improperly deployed, study the elements of games that are effective,
and experiment with gamification in your own courses. But the single best way to
understand games and gamification for learning is to, quite simply, play games. So
after you have read this report and grasped the content it is providing, stop and play
some games. Play them not for entertainment but as additional research. Understand
what motivates you through the game play, decide why the act of collecting resources
was chosen as a strategy instead of matching one item to another, and examine the
challenge put forth by the game designer. Observing games with an eye toward
borrowing the concepts for creating engaging learning will provide you with a good
foundation to implement many of the ideas from this report. So, your homework for
50 points is to play games, learn, and then apply that learning to engage, excite, and
instruct others.
Karl Kapp
Author, The Gamification of Learning and Instruction
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Executive Summary
We often say that learner engagement is a challenge when developing instruction. But
learning solutions must also solve critical business problems, influence behavior, and
have an impact on the overall organization. Games and gamification can add to our
toolkit to help us achieve these goals.
Karl Kapp, instructional technology professor at Bloomsburg University, widely
acknowledged expert on games and gamification for learning, and author of The
Gamification of Learning and Instruction, defines a game as “a system in which players
engage in an abstract challenge defined by rules, interactivity, and feedback, that
results in a quantifiable outcome often eliciting an emotional response.” He defines
gamification as “using game-based mechanics, aesthetics, and game-thinking to
engage people, motivate action, promote learning, and solve problems.”
Research shows that games and game elements for learning should optimally be part
of a larger overall instructional strategy. If we design them as passive experiences or
without debriefing, traditional instructional strategies are generally more effective.
This report shows that learning via games and gamification can be quite effective
when designed correctly, and it helps us understand the other considerations that
make games and game elements good instructional tools.
For example, Hideki Narematsu, the human resources manager for McDonald’s in
Japan, uses games to train new hires. He says it cuts new-hire training time in half. The
game he uses is rather expensive. McDonald’s Japan reportedly spent approximately
$2.2 million on the game development and two Nintendo DS systems for each of their
3,800+ stores. Not every training organization can spend this much on a single game,
so using game elements or gamification may be a more cost-effective solution.
Gamification is about applying game elements and game mechanics to non-game
activities to make everyday activities more compelling. One example of adding game
mechanics to a non-game context that most of us are familiar with is the airlines’
frequent-flyer loyalty programs. In these programs, members earn points for flying.
This report discusses common definitions of games and gamification and shows how
game design techniques and game elements such as stories, points, and challenges
can motivate learners and change behaviors.
You’ll learn how game mechanics and game elements work, and key concepts and
good practices for designing stories, characters, leaderboards, points, levels, and
challenges. And you will see concrete examples of how organizations have successfully
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implemented these techniques to solve both training and business problems. For
example, Adobe Systems uses gamification to increase both training and usage of
their Photoshop software as well as to solve one of their business challenges: getting
buyers to become users.
Reading this report will also help you get started with gamification. Often people want
to start with the tools and technologies; instead, we suggest you start with identifying
the business problem you want to solve when gamifying learning solutions, along with
how you will define and measure success. This report provides the key questions you
need to answer to get started with the gamification process.

TRANSFORMING
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Join other senior learning professionals at the Performance Support
Symposium for a deep exploration of strategies, case studies, best
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Introduction
My first job was working at Ted Drewes, a frozen custard stand and St. Louis landmark.
The first position all new employees worked was mixing concretes (shakes so thick you
can turn them upside down and they don’t fall out). I longed to be a window worker,
but the only time you could learn new skills was during down times, which were few
and far between.
As soon as there was a lull (a rarity), I would take any opportunity I could to get to
that window and shadow a window employee. I’d find 15 minutes here and 30 minutes
there and eventually they cleared me to work the window solo. To this day, I still
remember the prices of all the items and extras and even the correct calling order.
When I go back today, I always place my order exactly the way the workers call it and
quite often the window workers comment that I must be one of the alumni workers.
Many of my friends’ first jobs were working in fast-food restaurants as well. I’m sure
none of us would have ever imagined that they could have trained us in the same
way as we spent a lot of our free time—playing video games. Fast forward to today.
McDonald’s Japan is trying a new approach to train their part-time staff. Instead of
the typical job-shadowing process, they have developed a learning game (a game
designed for the express purpose of teaching) for the Nintendo DS. The game teaches
new employees the basic skills of assembling burgers, making fries, and cleaning their
workstations via video games (Figure 1).

Figure 1:
McDonald’s Japan
using the Nintendo DS
to train employees
(Source: Bloomberg
Businessweek; http://www.
bloomberg.com/video/
58792564-mcdonald-sjapan-teaches-burgermaking-with-nintendo-ds.
html)
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Hideki Narematsu, the human resources manager for McDonald’s in Japan, explained
to Mike Firn of Bloomberg Businessweek, “People learn twice as quickly compared to
the old training methods, and they can apply those skills right away when they get into
the workplace. When trainees come into the workplace they already remember the
basic tasks and can spend more time building up their confidence in communication
skills.” The intent is for new employees to play the game and learn the skills on their
time away from work.
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Using the game, new employees are cutting their training time in half. So why
isn’t everyone using these types of learning games? One word: cost. McDonald’s
Japan reportedly spent an initial outlay of approximately $2.2 million on the game
development and two DS systems for each of their 3,800+ stores. But when you divide
$2.2M by 3,800 stores it only comes to $579 per store, which isn’t a huge amount.
The thought of spending millions of dollars on one training program is out of reach
for the majority of learning and development organizations. Creating these types
of games is costly, but a simpler, less expensive associated approach is to use
gamification to make the content more engaging. Dr. B.J. Fogg, who directs the
Persuasive Technology Lab at Stanford University, claims that humans tend to respond
to computers as if they are people, especially during gaming. Computers can take the
place of human interaction if we do a good job of designing the interactions.

6
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Getting Up to Speed
Karl Kapp defines a game as “a system in which players engage in an abstract
challenge defined by rules, interactivity, and feedback, and that results in a
quantifiable outcome often eliciting an emotional response.”

Gamification
In the last couple of years, the term gamification has begun to appear in the learning
field (and in many other fields as well). The word suggests that it must have something
to do with games. But gamification is not about designing full-on games. It’s about
the use of game elements, game mechanics, and game thinking in non-game contexts
in order to make everyday activities (like learning!) more compelling. Kapp says
gamification for learning is using game-based mechanics, aesthetics, and game
thinking to engage people, motivate action, promote learning, and solve problems.
The Gamification Education Portal describes the differences between games and
gamification (Table 1), although most believe that gamification should optimally be
intrinsically rewarding (third row) for it to be motivating. (See the section on Game
Research for more information about intrinsic motivation.)

Table 1:

Game

Gamification

Difference between
games and
gamification

Games have defined rules and objectives

May just be a collection of tasks with points or
some form of reward

(Source: http://www.
gamification.org/education)

There is a possibility of losing

Losing may or may not be possible, because the
point is to motivate people to take some action
to do something

Sometimes just playing the game is intrinsically
rewarding

Being intrinsically rewarding is optional

Games are usually hard and expensive to build

Gamification is usually easier and cheaper

Content is usually morphed to fit the story
and scenes of the game

Usually game-like features are added without
making too many changes to your content

Sebastian Deterding and others, in From Game Design Elements to Gamefulness:
Defining “Gamification,” helps us understand the considerable body of research in
human-computer interaction and game studies that show the value of using game
elements, game mechanics, and game thinking in other human endeavors.
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Proponents of gamification describe the practical benefits of gamification, and
Deterding’s paper explains how researchers have explored playfulness as a desirable
user experience and what we gain through it. It also explains how people within the
serious gaming community sometimes mock the term gamification because they see it
as a poor implementation of gaming. Kapp explains that, “It is also seen sometimes as
manipulation of learners and just a ‘Skinner Box’ to get people to do things they really
don’t want to do … the opposite of games.” But remember, gamification is not gaming
(although gaming design is needed to make it work well).
Because we use game elements in gamification, it is important to understand some
key concepts and terminology related to games. First: game mechanics. Think of game
mechanics as the rules and feedback loops that make a game fun. A few examples of
game mechanics are points, bonuses, countdown, goals, levels, status, and progression.
An example of adding game mechanics to a non-game context is the airlines’ frequentflyer loyalty programs. In these programs, members earn points and miles for flying
on the airline as well as for transacting business with other partner companies (such as
rental car agencies and hotels, and making credit card purchases). See Figure 2.

Figure 2:
An example of elite
status with American
Airlines Frequent Flyer
Program—AAdvantage
(Source: Author’s frequent
flyer points)

As you accumulate miles and points, you can redeem them for free flights or other
rewards. As your total annual points accumulate, you have the opportunity to achieve
various status levels that reward your achievements at each level with perks. Perks
may include free checked luggage, express security lines, the ability to board the plane
first, and free upgrades. Kapp says that a good learning example is Khan Academy
with their points, badges, etc.
On the most basic level, airlines, as well as many other industries, are using game
mechanics such as points, status levels, and rewards to not only enhance their
programs but ultimately to influence our behavior.
A game that implements game mechanics alone may not be engaging, though. For
example, consider the game satire, Progress Wars (Figure 3 on page 9). When you
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play the game, all you do is click the “perform mission” button and your progress bar
fills up. Once you fill up your progress bar you go up a level, it presents a new mission,
and the cycle continues. Not exactly exciting, since you have no other involvement!

Figure 3:
Progress Wars, a satire
on the gaming mindset
(Source: Progress Wars;
http://progresswars.com)

So we need more than game mechanics, we also need to engage in game thinking.
We need immersion in game elements such as stories, challenges and quests, and
characters and avatars that give the player control over the game, the freedom to fail,
and feedback. Actually, game thinking sounds a lot like good instructional design!
Figure 4 shows an example of applying game elements and game mechanics to a nongame activity to make it more compelling. While we all enjoy the feeling of marking a
chore off our to-do lists, most of us would not classify the process as fun, but rather
as one of those things we have to do. Enter EpicWin (Figure 4), an iPhone application,
whose goal is to make your to-do list fun.

Figure 4:
EpicWin is a gamified
to-do list application
(Source: iTunes; http://
itunes.apple.com/us/app/
epicwin/id372927221?mt=8)

9

+ 1 . 7 0 7. 5 6 6 . 8 9 9 0

w w w. e L e a r n i n g G u i l d . c o m

HOT TOPICS
Gamification, Games, and Learning: What Managers and Practitioners Need to Know

EpicWin is a to-do-list application framed within a role-play game, which integrates
game elements such as characters, levels, points, and rewards. This is not your typical
to-do list: According to DigitalBuzzBlog, “It helps you get things done by creating a
virtual avatar and unlocking points on things like strength, stamina, intellect, and social
measures for doing every-day chores like washing, ironing, attending birthdays, and
more! Everything you tick off from your real-world list earns you points to help build
your avatar while progressing through the quest map.”
Increasing engagement may be justification enough to consider applying gamification
techniques to courses, but we are also accountable that our learning solutions
generate results and have a business impact. Can gamification help us accomplish
those goals?
Adobe Systems thinks so. Let’s look at how they use gamification to increase usage
of their software as well as to solve one of their business challenges: getting buyers to
become users. Imagine for a moment that you just came back from a vacation, your
child’s first ballgame or dance recital, or the annual company picnic. You have a camera
full of new pictures, and you want to try your hand at some basic photo editing. You
transfer the photos to your computer, go to Adobe’s website, and download a free
30-day trial for Photoshop CC. You open the application and face a blank canvas.
Intimidated? Many are. Adobe wants to solve this business problem with Adobe
LevelUp, a free plugin that applies gamification to learning the software program.
LevelUp lets you work through a series of missions, such as reducing red-eye,
removing unwanted elements from a picture, or whitening teeth. As you successfully
complete each mission, you earn points and badges. Figure 5 (on page 11) shows the
first mission you encounter, reducing red-eye. It’s worth 30 points. The missions are
compelling because the best way to learn to use software is when you need to solve
a problem and not by going from menu item to menu item and learning about each
item separately. The game element that makes LevelUp compelling is the challenge or
mission confronting the learner.
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Figure 5:
Adobe LevelUp—
mission one
(Source: CreativePro.com)

In addition, you have a chance to win free products. The game also includes a daily
and monthly leaderboard (Figure 6) that allows you to see how you rank compared
to others.

Figure 6:
Adobe LevelUp
monthly leaderboard
(Source: Adobe; http://
success.adobe.com/
microsites/levelup/monthly.
html)

In this example, Adobe uses gamification as a means of engaging their audience within
the training they provide on key software functions. You are simply choosing missions
you want to complete and earning points as you go along, but at the same time you
are also learning the core functions of the program.
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Adobe partnered with Bunchball to develop the game. Rajat Phaharia, founder
and chief product officer at Bunchball, explained at the Enterprise 2.0 Conference,
which focuses on the strategic use and implications of using these technologies in
organizations, “If we can move the needle even a little bit on that conversion ratio, it
would be huge.” What Phaharia means by conversion ratio is converting the number of
users who download the 30-day free trial program into buyers of the software.

Businesses Are Into Gamification
According to Google Trends data (Figure 7) there has been a steady increase in
people searching on the term “Gamification” since late 2010.

Figure 7:
Gamification is
trending up according
to Google Trends
9/2011 – 9/2012
(Source:Google Trends;
http://www.google.com/
trends/explore?q=gamific
ation#q=gamification&cm
pt=q)

Not only are people researching the topic, but organizations are taking a serious look
at how to best leverage gamification.
While the consumer market has been using gamification in full force since 2010,
the market segments for gamification are vast and include entertainment, media
and publishing, retail, consumer goods, enterprise, healthcare, financial services,
government, and telecom. Each of these markets leverages gamification, not only as
a consumer-facing experience but also as a means to address internal employee and
business challenges.
Let’s look at an example of how companies use gamification. Blue Cross Blue Shield of
California is using gamification as a means to increase the overall health and well-being
of their own employees and to lower the costs of healthcare by offering gamified
wellness programs such as the Daily Challenge. The Daily Challenge (Figure 8 on page 13)
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is a social game developed by MeYou Health that sends players individually tailored
challenges each day designed to improve physical, emotional, and mental wellbeing.

Figure 8:
The Daily Challenge
gamifies employees
overall wellness
(Source: MeYou Health;
http://meyouhealth.com/
daily-challenge/)

According to M2 Research, “Enterprise gamification is quickly gaining a share of the
overall gamification market and in 2013, enterprise gamification revenue will exceed
consumer gamification revenue.” Gartner Research predicted that by 2014 more than
70 percent of Global 2000 organizations will have at least one gamified application,
and by 2015 more than 50 percent of organizations that manage innovation processes
will gamify those processes. We’ll look now at a couple of examples of enterprises
using gamification within their software applications.
Figure 9 shows Nitro for Salesforce.com. Saleforce.com partnered with Bunchball to
gamify their customer resource management (CRM) system to address the challenge
of getting salespeople to use the CRM system from lead generation through the close
of the sale.

Figure 9:
Nitro for Salesforce.
com gamifies a CRM
(Source: Enterprise
Gamification; http://
enterprise-gamification.
com/index.php/en/crm/37salesforce-motivation-)
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Another example is Slalom Consulting Group’s use of gamification for their timeentry system (Figure 10). A common business challenge consulting companies face is
accurate and prompt time entry by their consultants. Slalom Consulting Group uses
gamification to encourage prompt and accurate time entry.

Figure 10:
Slalom Consulting’s
“promptitude scale”
gamifies time entry
(Source: Enterprise
Gamification; http://
enterprise-gamification.
com/index.php/en/
project-management/100the-promptitudiness-oftime-reporting-throughgamification)

One major issue with gamified systems is good design. Successful gamification
requires solid design and, unfortunately, too many organizations are not utilizing
game designers or even engagement designers in the process. As a result, Gartner
predicts that by 2014, 80 percent of current gamified applications will fail to meet
their business objectives primarily because of poor design. Simply adding superficial
gaming elements to training solutions and expecting good results is foolish. We must
instead learn from the experts how to best incorporate gaming concepts into our
learning solutions.
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Game Research
With most new hot topics the research is sparse, and such is the case with
gamification. However, since gamification utilizes gaming concepts we can look at
research on learning games to glean insights into the possibilities that gamification
can provide within our learning solutions. Pew Gamification Research says,
“Neuroscientists are discovering more and more about the ways in which humans
react to such interactive design elements. They say such elements can cause feelgood chemical reactions, alter human responses to stimuli—increasing reaction
times, for instance—and in certain situations can improve learning, participation, and
motivation.” We can also glean information about the motivation factors of games
from Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi’s flow theory and Edward Deci and Richard Ryan’s selfdetermination theory.
Research on gaming and learning can be confusing. Because many of the studies
were done with schoolchildren as subjects, it’s hard to know how generalizable these
studies are to adults. Michael Young, at the University of Connecticut, did a review of
trends in educational gaming in different educational subject areas and showed that
impact on student achievement is hard to assess. Most of us would argue that test
scores, however, are not the only important outcome. In fact, for those of us involved
in corporate training, those may not even be the most important outcomes. Instead we
might want to look at performance outcomes or behavioral changes.
In the late 1980s, Dean Dorn, at California State University, reviewed the research on
simulation games and found that simulation games generate interest and motivation.
He found that other active-learning methods such as case studies are also effective,
so although simulation games are not the only effective method, they can be a good
method for declarative information, principles, and concepts. Dorn recommended
that we select games to accomplish specific instructional goals and supplement them
with additional instructional methods as needed. In other words, we should not select
games or game elements at random. And to gain the most from them, the participants
must be debriefed to foster the desired learning.
Recently, Ruth Clark criticized the value of narrative educational games in comparison
to displaying similar content in a slide presentation, based on research by Deanne
Adams. Adams’s research used post-test scores to measure learning effectiveness,
and measured learning efficiency by time using two narrative games of less than two
hours. Christy Tucker countered Adams’s analysis, because she based it primarily on the
listed test results. She also asked about possible flaws in the design of the games that
could account for the problematic results (see my comments later about design flaws).
Research by Wouters and others indicates that games vs. text-based knowledge, when
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tested immediately after the instruction, are likely to have similar results, but when tested
days later the game-based knowledge is better retained.
Karl Kapp’s blog post, “Research to Practice: Games and Simulations,” discusses
some of the research studies showing favorable results for games research. Kapp
described studies showing that avatars can change a person’s real-life perceptions and
behaviors. Additionally, his book The Gamification of Learning and Instruction contains
an entire chapter reviewing meta-analysis studies indicating a slight advantage of
game-based learning over traditional non-interactive instruction.
Traci Sitzmann conducted a well-known meta-analysis of the instructional
effectiveness of computer-based simulation games. Sitzmann, an assistant professor
of management at the University of Colorado’s business school, spent a year
researching the effectiveness of simulation and games in adult learners by examining
65 studies and data from 6,476 adult trainees. She discovered that when they
presented training in the context of certain types of simulation games, learners had 14
percent higher skill-based knowledge level, 11 percent higher factual-knowledge level,
and 9 percent higher retention rate. I should note that Sitzmann lumped games and
simulations together and called them simulation/games because she felt that games
and simulations were very similar from a learning perspective.
Sitzmann’s analysis found the interactivity of the gaming experience is what led to
these results. Simulation/games embedded in a program of instruction were better
for learning than standalone simulations. The study found that simulation games were
most effective when they were:
•
•
•
•

One component within a larger training strategy
An active learning experience vs. a passive experience
Designed to engage the learner through intrinsic motivation, resulting in learners
playing multiple times
Followed by debriefing to reinforce workforce applicability

These reasons for success may explain why Adams’s games research did not find
success. The two games discussed in her study could have failed to show good results
because they did not include most of the elements that Sitzmann proposed as needed
for success.
Robert Hays of the Naval Air Warfare Center Training Systems Division performed
another meta-analysis on the effectiveness of instructional games in 2005. He
reviewed existing research literature (105 documents) and provided conclusions
and recommendations.
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Hays’s meta-analysis showed that games can provide effective learning in different
disciplines (e.g., math, attitudes, and electronics) but it cannot tell us if games are
good for a specific instructional task. Like Sitzmann’s meta-analysis, his showed that
we must embed effective, successful learning games within a larger instructional
program and include debriefing and feedback. He also stressed the importance
of supporting learners in how to use the game as it allows them to focus on the
instruction and not on the game requirements.
Hays provided recommendations for the use of games in an instructional environment.
Some of those recommendations include:
•

Complete a detailed analysis of the learning requirements and an analysis of the
tradeoffs of using games vs. other methods

•

Make sure that the game design provides interactive experiences that properly
support the learning objectives

•

The learning environment needs to include all of the functions that a good
instructor-led experience provides such as evaluation, debriefing, and feedback

James Paul Gee, chief games scholar at the Center for Games and Impact, Arizona
State University and Gates Foundation, offers a list of research-based principles
that good learning games should incorporate. I’ll share a few of them with you, as
they provide some compelling food for thought about how we might set up learning
environments in ways that are very much like the best of games, but which are not like
most school or training environments.
•

Risk taking: Good video games lower the consequences of failure; players can
start from the last saved game when they fail. Players are thereby encouraged to
take risks, explore, and try new things. In fact, in a game, failure is a good thing.

•

Challenge and consolidation: Good games offer players a set of challenging
problems, and then let them solve these problems until they have virtually
routinized or automatized their solutions. Then the game throws a new class
of problem at the players (sometimes this is called a “boss”), requiring them to
rethink their now taken-for-granted mastery, learn something new, and integrate
this new learning with their old mastery. In turn, repetition consolidates this new
mastery (with variation), only to face another challenge…
In school, sometimes the poorer students don’t get enough opportunity to
consolidate and the good students don’t get enough real challenges to their
school-based mastery.
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•

Performance before competence: Good video games operate by a principle
just the reverse of most schools: performance before competence (Cazden
1981). Players can perform before they are competent, supported by the design
of the game, the “smart tools” the game offers, and often, too, the support of
other, more advanced players (in multi-player games, in chat rooms, or standing
there in the living room). This is how language acquisition works, though not
always apparent in schools, which often demand that students gain competence
through reading texts before they can perform in the domain they are learning.

As Gee explains, making learning more game-like can make learning more fun and
rewarding, even though the learning becomes more challenging.
Some game designers aren’t merely hoping to help people learn via games; they’re
hoping to save the world through gaming. Jane McGonigal, a game designer, says
in her 2010 TED Talk that attracted over 2.5 million views that her goal is, “To try to
make it as easy to save the world in real life as it is to save the world in online games.”
She’s the New York Times best-selling author of Reality is Broken: Why Games Make Us
Better and How They Can Change the World. She tells us that each week the world’s
gamers spend more than three billion hours playing games and those gamers are
industriously and collaboratively working with other people to build worlds and solve
problems. Collectively, gamers have spent about 6 million years playing the World of
Warcraft game alone.
Research is trying to explain the success of games. McGonigal, in her TED Talk,
discusses “the epic win,” and how gamers expend much effort and endure failure
after failure to improve gaming skills and improve their outcomes. She studied these
outcomes in her doctoral work and has studied the effort to use gaming to solve large
“real” problems.
You can find one example at http://www.urgentevoke.com. McGonigal worked with
the World Bank Institute to create a 10-week crash course in changing the world.
Called Evoke, it’s an online game that teaches people social entrepreneurship. It uses
an interactive graphic novel instead of a textbook, and missions and quests instead of
assignments. Almost 20,000 students from 130 countries enrolled, creating 50 new
businesses started directly by the gamers to address poverty, hunger, and access to
clean water and clean energy.
Although there is a lot of research on games, there is less research on gamification
because the concept is newer. But more research on gamification is coming online
all the time. For example, the Gamification Research Network convened a forum for
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researchers and industry practitioners, and the papers and presentations from the CHI
2013 workshop, Designing Gamification: Creating Gameful and Playful Experiences are
now available.
Figure 11 shows six basic game mechanics that you can leverage within training
solutions, including points, levels, challenges, virtual goods, and leaderboards, and
then tie them to the human desires they can help fulfill when designed appropriately.
The green dots show the primary desire each game mechanic addresses.

Figure 11:
Interaction of common
game mechanics and
game play
(Source: Bunchball; http://
www.bunchball.com/sites/
default/files/downloads/
gamification101.pdf)

Often organizations will try to implement a gaming environment by adding a game
layer consisting of points, badges, levels, and leaderboards; but these tend to reward
extrinsically and therefore may not generate long-term engagement. They might even
have a negative impact on learning. Aaron Dignan, author of Game Frame, explains to
Bloomberg Businessweek in “The Games Companies Play,” “Companies need to guard
against adding a superficial gaming gloss to applications—for instance, by creating
meaningless leaderboards that have little lasting impact on employee behavior. People
could pay too much attention to things that don’t matter, or too little attention to
things that do matter, if the game is poorly designed.” As Dignan notes, we should
be cautious of creating experiences that motivate people only extrinsically. Learning
programs that only motivate employees through extrinsic motivators may start with a
high level of success, but over time may have diminished returns.
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Gaming Elements for Your eLearning Programs,
and Key Design Considerations
The list of gaming elements in this section describes those successfully combined with
learning solutions, along with thoughts to consider when implementing them in your
learning solutions. First, I’ll explain the elements and then, in the next section, I’ll show
a number of examples.

Points
Points are a common educational convention used in classrooms for centuries. In
general, people love to earn points, and points can modify a person’s behavior. In
learning, we need to be careful that we award points based upon exhibiting valued
behavior. For instance, giving points each time someone logs in or adds a comment
does not mean that the entry will be of any value.
Consider using points for:
•
•
•

Status indicators
Progress
Unlocking access to course content

Achievements and Badges
Within gamification environments, rewards are typically associated with earning
badges or reaching a particular status level. But just earning the reward may not be
recognition enough for most of us, so a best practice is to include an area in your
program where users can show off their achievements to others.
For example, consider designing a trophy case, a profile page that displays
achievements, and/or allowing learners to announce their achievements through a
social network such as Twitter. A word of caution regarding achievements: For this
element to be effective, the reward or achievement must be meaningful to your
learners and be somewhat difficult to obtain.

Leaderboards
A leaderboard is a scoreboard. It shows who is ahead and by how much. It shows all
players’ results; however, if many people are playing, it usually only shows the top
players’ results.
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When designing leaderboards for your eLearning solutions:
•

Make sure the leaderboard displays the behaviors and activities that are most
important to reaching your learning program’s goals.

•

Consider using more than one leaderboard in your program. For instance, you
may have leaderboards for each region or office location.

•

Consider giving everyone the ability to search for players. If we can only see the
top performers, and cannot quickly find where we stand in the rankings or where
our inner circle stands, the effectiveness of the leaderboard decreases.

•

Consider allowing your learners to create their own leaderboard participant list.
This allows them to quickly see their standings compared to their inner circle.

•

If your leaderboard does not refresh immediately (in learning solutions, many do
not), make sure you clearly communicate the updating frequency to the learners.

•

Consider having different leaderboards within the gamification environment.
Have one overall leaderboard and then leaderboards for individual tasks.

•

Another best practice is to “wipe out” a leaderboard at the end of the week and
give everyone a fresh start.

Game Levels
Most of us are familiar with the basic concept of game levels. If you chunk content into
topics and lessons, then you are familiar with the basic concept of levels. Levels are
milestones that a player achieves by completing certain tasks. Levels also provide a
logical flow for the gaming experience.
When designing game levels in your solutions, consider:
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•

Allowing learners to level up (achieving the next level in the game) based on their
active participation in the experience, and not just the on completion of content.

•

Tying levels to the learner reaching specific point thresholds.

•

Using levels as a means to show their progress in the content.

•

Communicating to the learner how many points they have earned and how many
points they still need to achieve to gain the next level of content.

•

Displaying learners’ current game-level status to other participants as a means of
driving competition by using leaderboards.

•

Controlling access to course content and ensuring that learners meet prerequisites before moving on.
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•

Designing your levels based on degree of difficulty. The initial levels should be
easier to complete, and, as your learner progresses, the levels should ideally have
a higher level of difficulty.

Challenges
Challenges, in the gaming world, are missions or tasks that give the player the
opportunity to achieve specific goals within the game.
When designing challenges:
•

Configure your challenges based on the actions and behaviors that you’re tracking.

•

Reward your learners for completing challenges and achieving the designated
goals. Remember to make sure that the rewards you give your learners are
meaningful to them.

•

Vary the length, difficulty, and completion time of your challenges.

Time-based Activities
Time can create a sense of urgency within your learners. You can create activities
where the clock ticks down, and learners must complete and prioritize tasks. Consider
using time-based activities in your learning activities to mimic real-life time constraints.

Game Feedback
Let’s look at how games typically provide us with feedback as soon as we perform an
action, which immediately lets us know if we are on the right track to achieving the
game’s goals or if we need to modify our strategy.
When you design feedback, consider designing it like game feedback:
•

Provide feedback opportunities throughout the learning experience; do not wait
until the end of the course

•

Provide feedback on behaviors and actions the learners take in the course, and
not on their ability to temporarily remember or recognize information

•

Use a point system as a means of giving instructive feedback and show the
progress made in relation to the learning goals

Designers most commonly use the following game elements within games; however,
with creative application they could be effective within gamification as well.

22

+ 1 . 7 0 7. 5 6 6 . 8 9 9 0

w w w. e L e a r n i n g G u i l d . c o m

HOT TOPICS
Gamification, Games, and Learning: What Managers and Practitioners Need to Know

Stories and Characters
One element that makes games interesting and motivating to the player is a
compelling storyline that unfolds gradually throughout the gaming experience. Stories
are a primary means of providing the context for why players take action. This is not a
new concept within learning; in fact, research shows that learners remember and can
apply information better when presented through a story than within a bulleted list.
Unfortunately, many eLearning programs have moved away from this practice by only
providing screen after screen of facts.
Characters are a key component within a story, but don’t think of that as the only way
you can use them in your eLearning. Amy Bahlers’s research has found compelling
reasons for using characters.
A few points to consider when designing stories:
•

Set the scene.

•

Create a compelling plot that creates a sense of tension and establishes a
conflict. The learning opportunities lie within the conflict.

•

Use characters that your learners can relate to, so they generate an
emotional response.

•

Consider using a variety of characters, each providing a different type of
knowledge or support. This approach allows your learner to know what type
of support each character will provide and the role they are playing in the
experience. For example, you could use one character as an instructor and
another one as a mentor or coach.

•

Characters should present content in a realistic tone of voice.

Playing Levels
Playing levels are a means for game developers to create an experience matched to
the player’s skill level. Playing a too-easy game is no fun, and playing a too-hard game
will most likely result in a player stopping. Game designers usually allow the player
to select a playing level based on degree of difficulty when they begin the game.
Commonly, playing levels in games are easy, intermediate, and hard. By incorporating
playing levels within a game, game developers are increasing the odds that players will
replay the game at each of the various levels.
In training, we can apply playing levels by organizing our content as demonstration,
practice, or assessment. The first level, demonstration, shows the learner what
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they need to accomplish, and, as such, is the easiest level and requires minimum
knowledge. The second level, practice, provides a safe environment to apply the
concepts learned in the demonstration level. The final level, assessment, is the most
difficult player level and requires the most knowledge. By applying a three-tieredplaying-level approach, you can allow your learner to control where they want to enter
the training experience based on their perceived knowledge base. If they incorrectly
assessed their skills, they can always go back and select a different level.

Freedom to Fail
In games, failure is one of the main ways we learn how to master the game and achieve
its goals. Could you imagine playing a game, where on your first mistake, you hear
“Game over.” Sometimes we move forward just by dumb luck or chance, but we learn
from that experience. And research shows that learning from mistakes is a powerful
way to learn.
Things to consider in creating a learning environment that promotes the freedom to
fail include:
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•

Design multiple attempts into your interactions.

•

Provide positive instructional feedback when your learners fail on the first
attempt, and give them opportunities to try again.

•

Create a point category tied to how well the learner is meeting the stated goals.
Provide the opportunity to retake the training until they have achieved the goal
and mastered the content.
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Examples of Learning Solutions with Game
Mechanics, Game Elements, and Game Thinking
Game mechanics, game elements, and game thinking are the foundational building
blocks for creating a gamification experience. Let’s look into how organizations are
tying these together to create successful gamification experiences.

Gamification of a Conference Application
We’ve all attended a conference at some point or another. In the old days we got
a printed schedule with the session information, speaker profiles, and a list of prescheduled networking activities. Today, many technology conferences have created
mobile applications that provide this information along with much more. Many
incorporate Twitter feeds into the application, and include the abilities to see who else
is attending the event, to email attendees without exposing their email addresses to
all attendees and vendors, and to submit session evaluations when it is convenient
for them and not just at the end of session, along with getting last-minute updates
to the conference schedule. A challenge many conference event organizers face is
getting people to change their habit from clutching the printed-out program to using
the application. Many attendees perceive the app as just an electronic version of
the program and don’t realize the other benefits the conference application holds.
So how can you change this habit? Let’s look at how The eLearning Guild leveraged
gamification to address this issue.
During the mLearnCon 2012 conference, The eLearning Guild added a gaming
component to the conference application (Figure 12 on page 26). Goals for the
game included:
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•

Increasing engagement and usage of the conference application

•

Increasing interaction within the conference event and between participants,
speakers, and exhibitors

•

Creating a fun experience for the participants
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Figure 12:
The eLearning Guild’s
mLearnCon 2012
Game On
(Source: The eLearning
Guild)

Conference participants earned points for performing activities within the application
as well as for entering game codes. From the get-go you were earning points just
for using the application. In addition to earning those points, conference attendees
were on the hunt throughout the event for game codes displayed on signs posted
throughout the event, on buttons that speakers wore, within sessions, and within the
Twitter feed. Upon finding a code, participants received points by entering the code in
the application. They could see where they stood compared to others by viewing the
leaderboard. Game leaders could earn awards each day.
I presented a session titled “Gaming on the Move” and had submitted the game code
“GameGuru” to the staff. Throughout the event, many participants walked up to
me out of the blue and asked, “Do I have your code?” My first reaction was, “I don’t
know,” but I would then tell them the code. This first question broke the ice and led
to discussions about how they were enjoying the event, what they were hoping to
get out of the conference, and often, the challenges they were facing within their
organizations. From my perspective, Game On achieved the conference organizer’s
goals. More people were using the application, they were interacting with more
people, and they were definitely having fun.
What elements are used? The Game On solution used the elements of
points, achievements, and a leaderboard.

Gamification of a Learning Curriculum and Portal
Great Clips for Hair operates more than 2,000 hair salons exclusively through
franchisees in all 50 US states, Canada, and select international markets. They operate
online learning, but wanted to update the learning experience. Great Clips agreed to
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serve as a “beta customer” for OnPoint Digital’s new Gamification feature set as
part of an overall Learning Portal refresh effort. The new site (Figure 13) integrated
game mechanics to drive interest and awareness for all salon managers throughout
their network.

Figure 13:
Great Clips for Hair’s
learning portal using
OnPoint Digital’s
CellCast
(Source: Great Clips for Hair
and OnPoint Digital)

The new learning portal was an instant success with salon managers, who began
taking online courses and assessments at a rate of more than 900 percent over the
previous “traditional” learning portal. Ironically, most of the learning content and
assessments were exactly the same as they’ed been for many years, but the applied
game mechanics had dramatically altered the perception of the learning portal as
being more “hip, interesting, and beneficial,” according to a recent survey of salon
managers Great Clips conducted.
What elements are used? Great Clips for Hair’s learning portal uses
the elements of points as a progress indicator, levels, leaderboards, and
achievements (badges).

27

+ 1 . 7 0 7. 5 6 6 . 8 9 9 0

w w w. e L e a r n i n g G u i l d . c o m

HOT TOPICS
Gamification, Games, and Learning: What Managers and Practitioners Need to Know

Process Management Game
NewWave Learning and Suddenly Smart leveraged game-design principles for
applying Six Sigma principles. It presents learners with a compelling storyline about
surviving a plane crash in the mountains. The quality of the actions that apply process
management principles determines whether you live or die. Learners can replay the
lesson at any time and the system provides instructive feedback. From the screen
shots, this may appear to be a video game, but it is designed primarily with images
and hotspots heavily immersed with gaming elements.
The eLearning solution begins with setting the scene and creating a sense of tension
by immediately presenting the learner with the backdrop of a plane going down,
in both visuals as well as the sounds of a failing engine. The story: You’ve made an
emergency landing, you’re alive and okay, but time is of the essence because you have
just a few hours of sunlight left to be rescued. Due to the extreme cold, you would
never survive the night.
On an upcoming screen (Figure 14) you are in the cockpit. Notice at the bottom of the
interface you have two status bars, one for health and one for the number of minutes
remaining until sunset. The learner starts at 85 percent health; after all, you were in
a crash and there is no way you could feel completely fine. You also have only 240
minutes left until the sun sets.

Figure 14:
Introduction to Process
Management, showing
health status and time
(Source: NewWave Learning
and Suddenly Smart; http://
www.suddenlysmart.com/
examples/survival/player.
html)
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As the learner makes choices (either correct or incorrect), they receive instructive
feedback within the context of the story. Figure 15 shows how the training provides
feedback to the learner when they make a mistake. In this case, I selected a map that
did not show enough detail. Also, notice how the health and time progress has now
changed to 79 percent health and I am down to 225 minutes until sunset.

Figure 15:
Introduction to Process
Management, showing
incorrect feedback and
its effect on health and
time – Try Again
(Source: NewWave Learning
and Suddenly Smart; http://
www.suddenlysmart.com/
examples/survival/player.
html)

After you have identified where the rescue will take place, gathered the appropriate
tools you will need to survive, and mapped a course to the rescue site, you begin your
journey. After making all the right decisions and being rescued you are presented with
a drag-and-drop activity to relate the decisions you made in the game to the four
principles of process management (Figure 16 on page 30).
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Figure 16:
Introduction to
Process Management,
mapping your actions
in the game to the four
principles of process
management
(Source: NewWave Learning
and Suddenly Smart; http://
www.suddenlysmart.com/
examples/survival/player.
html)

What elements are used? This process management training game
uses the elements of stories, characters, the freedom to fail, time-based
activities, and points.

Reinforcing Key Sales Concepts with a Mobile Game
The Willis Organization partnered with Metil Lab in the development of a Go for the
Green Challenge (Figure 17 on page 31) that uses a golf theme to reinforce key sales
concepts. The rationale for using a golf theme, according to the Willis Organization’s
website, is that it “links the challenges and competition of selling with the competitive
challenges of golf. Why the linkage? Both selling and golf require preparation, planning,
and practice on a defined ‘track’ to maximize positive outcomes and results.”
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Figure 17:
Willis Organization
and Metil Lab Go for
the Green Challenge,
course layout, and
sample interaction
(Source: Metil Lab)

So how does it work? They mapped the nine holes of the golf course to nine steps in
the sales process. At each hole, you get a series of questions and multiple attempts
to answer the question correctly. If you answer correctly on the first attempt, you will
have just made a hole in one. However, if you answer incorrectly, you will get feedback
both in text as well as in the context of the game, i.e., you may have just hit the ball
into a sand trap. Users attempt to complete the full course by answering all questions
and avoiding common “traps” in the sales process. Quiz answers count as strokes and
the scorecard tracks them.
What elements are used? This key sales concepts course uses the
elements of challenges, points, and the freedom to fail.

Getting Leaders to Come to Training
We often complain about how hard it is to get leaders to want to come to leadership
training. Here’s where we see another successful example of gamification. According
to CIO magazine, since the addition of gamification elements to Deloitte Leadership
Academy, there has been a large increase in the number of participants attending
training. In fact, CIO says that Deloitte Leadership Academy has seen a 47 percent
increase in the number of participants that return to the online course site on a daily
basis since they launched the platform over a year ago. Analysis shows that each
active user has almost three badges, with one gathering 30 badges in two months.
The article explains that Deloitte is looking into gamifying other processes such as
recruitment in order to motivate employees to refer candidates to jobs.
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Getting Started
While there are a variety of game development tools, game engines, and vendors
available, choosing the right one is dependent on both your internal development
needs and the experience that you would like to create. Quite often people get so
excited about creating a gaming or gamification experience that they want to jump
right into the technology elements. It’s important to keep in mind that you should not
develop gamification and gaming without the assistance of experts in the gaming
field. Remember Gartner’s prediction that 80 percent of gamification will fail because
of poor design? It’s not as easy as simply adding gaming elements to content.
Enterprise Gamification provides a list of studios that build games and simulations and
that gamify applications and processes for organizations. They also list game design
tools and platforms.
Organizations that partner in the development of gamification and/or the games
referenced in this report include:
•
•
•
•
•

Bunchball
Moving Knowledge
OnPoint Digital
Suddenly Smart
The Mixed Emerging Technology Integration Lab

Unfortunately, it is very easy to let the technology components sidetrack the
instructional intent. I strongly recommend that your first step be to focus on the
problem you are addressing, the goals for the program, and the high-level vision
of the gamification experience, and then find the development tools and partners
that are best suited to bring your vision to life. Before you think about technologies,
think through the next section, which is why I’ve spent very little time talking about
technology solutions. They don’t come first.
Gamification and games, when designed with solid game and instructional design
principles, can increase learner engagement, increase completion rates, create a sense
of community among your learners, provide reinforcement of key learning content,
and provide a safe and fun environment in which to solve problems. However, it takes
time to design games and gamification events properly.
I want to leave you with this challenge: Take a serious look at your eLearning programs
and consider how can you leverage gaming concepts to engage and motivate your
learners, promote learning, and solve business problems. Questions you should
consider include:
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•

What problems are you trying to solve with games or by gamifying your learning?

•

How can you turn your content into a compelling story that will not only provide
context for the learning but allow learners to actively interact with the content?

•

What content could you organize into playing levels such as demonstration,
practice, and assessment?

•

How can you reward and motivate your learners based on real outcomes vs.
simple completion of tasks?

•

How can you use the concept of time within your games to mimic real-life
situations?

•

Where could you leverage gaming elements as a means of providing a safe
environment where learners can truly learn from their mistakes?

•

Do your current eLearning courses provide immediate feedback, or do they
wait until the end of the course? If the latter, can you rethink your design to
incorporate game-element feedback on an ongoing basis?

•

What type of gamification experience could you create that addresses your
problem statement? What game elements can you use?

Now that you’ve given some serious thought to how you can gamify your learning
and whether it is the right decision for your organization, the next step is to begin
fleshing out your vision. While there is no standard design document for gamifying
your learning, the following will give you a basic structure for applying what you
have learned in this report and documenting your requirements and initial design
considerations. Not all sections or questions may be relevant, depending on the type
of experience you are creating, but they can serve as a baseline for your design.

Project Concept
Big Picture
Questions to consider may include:
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•

What problems are you trying to solve?

•
•
•
•

What are your reasons for wanting to gamify your learning?
What are your goals?
What are the main benefits or outcomes you expect to achieve?
How will you define and measure success?
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Gamification/Player Experience
Document the experience your learners will have when they participate in the
experience. Be specific as you outline the experience from beginning to end.
Questions to consider may include:
•

Who is the audience?

Objectives and Activities
To ensure that the instructional intent is always in the forefront of not only your design
but also throughout the process, you should identify the learning objectives and
supporting tasks. Make sure that you are documenting both your measurable learning
objectives and any affective (emotional) objectives. Next, identify activities that the
learner will participate in to achieve these objectives and define how you will measure
the objectives. Questions to consider may include:
•
•
•

What do I expect the learner to be able to do upon completing the game?
What are the associated tasks and activities the learner will need to complete?
How will I measure that they have met the objectives within the activities?

Storyline and Characters
The most engaging game experiences include a storyline to draw the player into
the experience. If your gamification vision includes a storyline, write a high-level
description of the storyline, the characters, and their intent, as well as the settings in
which the storyline will unfold. Items to consider may include:
•
•
•

Describe the high-level storyline.
Does your storyline involve multiple settings or does it take place in one setting?
Describe each setting.
How many characters will the storyline include, and what is the role of each
character? Describe each character.

Technical Considerations
Just as in eLearning, you should document all of your technical considerations.
Questions to consider may include:
•
•
•
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How will your learners access the game or gamification experience?
Will the solution be web-based, or will learners need to download an application?
Will the solution integrate with your learning management system or other
internal systems?
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•
•

Will mobile users use the game or gamification application? What kinds of
considerations do you need for their use?
What development software will you need, such as game-development software
or game platforms?

Upon completing these questions, you have made a good start towards thinking
through how you can apply gaming principles within your learning experiences and
can move forward with either determining vendors to work with or working with
your development team to flush out the details of your solution and begin the design
and development of a prototype. Remember, if you are depending only on your
internal team, make sure they have the required background in gaming design and
development to ensure a successful outcome.
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Major Takeaways
•

Gamification is about applying game elements and game mechanics to nongame activities in order to make them more compelling. We use it in learning to
increase engagement and motivate specific behaviors.

•

Game mechanics include points, bonuses, countdown, goals, levels, status,
and progression. Game thinking includes stories, challenges and quests, and
characters and avatars, which give the player control over the game, the
freedom to fail, and feedback.

•

Gaming and gamification, like other learning strategies, are not one-size-fits-all
solutions. A detailed analysis must take place prior to adopting these strategies.
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•

We typically use gamification to increase engagement, but learning solutions
must also have business impact. Therefore, we need to make sure that we design
gamification with both of these results in mind.

•

Researchers doing meta-analyses of games studies (a research method
combining results of existing studies to identify patterns among study results)
showed that games have their best results when used as a component in a larger
instructional strategy that includes adequate debriefing and feedback. The most
engaging games offer an experience that unfolds over time.

•

Game elements should provide relevant feedback and learning reinforcement,
and should be part of an engaging and collaborative environment.

•

Gamification research is newer than games research, because gamification is
newer than games. Watch for new research in this area.

•

Begin your gamification process by focusing on your requirements. Ensure the
experience is the best solution for your initiative and design it to support your
instructional objectives.

•

Review many examples of gamification to see what works and how game
elements, game mechanics, and game thinking combine to make game activities
engaging. Consider how to best combine these elements in learning-specific
solutions. Karl Kapp’s book The Gamification of Learning and Instruction:
Game-Based Methods and Strategies for Training and Education discusses
gamification in learning-specific contexts and is a valuable resource
for getting started.

•

Games and gamification projects should ideally include game specialists in the
design process.
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