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Abstract. Gamification has grown significantly since its inception in terms of
the number of practitioners, technology platforms, university research, and in its
application in the information systems domain as a tool to ameliorate system per-
formance though interactive and motivational design. However, questions still
remain regarding its long-term sustainability with regard to project outcomes,
value creation and return on investment. The findings of this longitudinal re-
search study over a four-year period show that the perceptions and use of gami-
fication of a cohort of early adopter organisations has declined. This paper dis-
cusses key areas that are critical for the long-term development and evolution of
gamification in information systems research, design and practice.
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1 Introduction

1.1  Gamification research in information systems

Gamification is defined as the the transformation of systems, services, organizations
and activities to afford similar experiences, motivations and skills as good games in
order to support users’ overall value creation [1]. Gamification in information systems
(1S) has become a significant area of research focusing on how organisations can extract
greater levels of user satisfaction, system utilisation and system effectiveness. The use
of gamification is evident in a wide range of IS domains that include enterprise resource
planning [2, 3], enterprise social networking services [4], IS modelling languages [5],
user engagement [6], and customer service applications [7]. There is also extensive re-
search on gamification in related enterprise application domains such as market re-
search [8], advertising [9, 10], peer-to-peer online trading services [11, 12] and software
development [13, 14] that focus on the motivational affordances of users to improve
the effectiveness and efficiency of enterprise systems. The common theme in IS gam-
ification research is a focus on how gamification impacts user behaviour in terms of
positive affect [15, 11, 12], user interaction with a system [16, 4], user enjoyment in
using a system [6, 17], and generating improved system outputs [8, 13].

Information systems and the organisations they support are complex, artificial and
purposefully designed; they comprise of a complex amalgam of people, structures,
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technologies and work applications [18]. Gamification has evolved as an important tool
to ameliorate system performance by providing a more cohesive connection between
these different and often competing IS elements though interactive and motivational
design. Given the disruptive technological and systems changes that are occurring, it is
critical to understand the dynamic nature of how organisations utilise gamification to
ensure system success, and how this has changed over time.

This longitudinal research focussed on how the use of gamification had shifted for a
cohort of early adopter organisations between 2014 and 2018 for the purpose of under-
standing the nature of change and evolution in the domain. Longitudinal surveys are a
useful tool in IS research in investigating contemporary issues such as processes,
change, and adaptation in human-technical systems [18] which provided a suitable ap-
proach to explore the research objectives of this study. Longitudinal research involves
the repeated observations of the same variables over a period of time from a defined
cohort of participants to track changes in behaviour and attitudes over time. This paper
presents an outline of the baseline research and methodology, followed by an outline
of the key research findings. A discussion is presented on the findings followed by
conclusions and opportunities for further research.

1.2 Origins of the baseline research

The first survey was conducted in 2014 as part of a doctoral research project investi-
gating the management experience of organisations that had experimented with gami-
fication, including an exploration of what they saw as the key enablers, barriers and
required capabilities for successful gamification implementation [20] This survey had
followed a research project on the development of a gamification taxonomy which was
based on an audit of 304 examples of gamification that were self-reported by global
organisations [21]. In setting up the 2014 survey, a selective sample of 40 global or-
ganisations was drawn from the taxonomy database and were invited to participate in a
confidential online survey based on their experiences with using gamification. The se-
lective sample was based on the criteria that organisations had undertaken a rigorous
approach to their gamification project and were perceived leaders in their field. This
was determined by examining the contribution of these organisations in publishing their
gamification experiences through the business publications and in presentations at
global gamification conferences.

A total of 25 responses were received and the combined gamified projects in this
sample equated to 11.4 million users that had been affected by these gamified applica-
tions. In terms of industry profile, 12% of respondents were from banking, finance and
insurance, 20% from professional services, 36% from IT, technology and software ser-
vices, 8% from travel, accommodation and food services, 12% from government ser-
vices and 12% miscellaneous. In terms of geographic spread, 28% were from
UKI/Europe, 28% from Australia/New Zealand, 36% North America, and 4% each from
Asia and the Middle East/Africa. A total of 35% of projects covered several continents.
The findings of the 2014 baseline study were largely positive in terms of the impact the
gamification projects had on motivating target users, improving functional performance
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and in experimenting with a new and creative approach to their business systems de-
velopment and user applications. Whilst several areas were mentioned as requiring im-
provement such as technology performance, data analytics, creative design and project
management, respondents expressed high levels of satisfaction and in recommending
gamification to colleagues as a useful business tool [20].

2 The follow up survey: Four years later

2.1  Methodology and research objectives

The 2018 survey followed up with the same cohort of the 25 respondents from the 2014
survey via email that explained the objective of the longitudinal research and invited
them to once again to participate in the study. A total of 23 organisations agreed to
participate and a link was sent to the online survey instrument. Attrition of survey re-
spondents is a common challenge in longitudinal research and this research was no
exception with an attrition of two respondents (n'=25, n?=23). As the attrition could be
classified as MCAR or missing completely at random [22] and given that this was a
selective sample based on a uniform criterion (as detailed in 1.2) any bias and distortion
in the data were deemed to be negligible.
The research objectives of the survey were to investigate the following areas:
e Identify the proportion of organisations that still used gamification in their
projects and to investigate the reasons for any changes;
e Understand the current satisfactions levels in relation to gamification de-
sign, technology and outcomes, and how this had shifted over time;
e Understand the shifts in perceptions that had occurred over time with re-
gard to the usefulness of gamification as a business tool;
e Seek recommendations on the future directions for gamification.

Three multiple choice questions and four open-ended questions were posed to respond-
ents about changes in their use of gamification and their perceptions on the effective-
ness of gamification in meeting business objectives since the initial survey. A mix of
quantitative and qualitative tools were used to analyse the results. For the open-ended
questions, card-sorting and affinity mapping was used to derive thematic clusters.
Grounded theory was applied to derive observations and insight from the data.

2.2 Summary of key findings

A summary of the key findings of the longitudinal survey is as follows:

Current use of gamification. The opening multiple-choice question asked, “Com-
pared to four years ago, how much gamification do you use in your projects?” and
respondents were given a set of four options of: more, about the same, less, and none.
A total of 60% of organisations reported that they no longer use gamification in their
work, 22% said they were using it less, 9% stated it was about the same and only 9%
said they were using more of it. A summary of the results is presented in Figure 1 below:
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CHANGE OF USE OF GAMIFICATION IN PROJECTS: 2014-2018

60%

0,
9% 9% 22%

|

More About the same Less None

Figure 1. Change in use of gamification in projects 2014-2018

The follow-up question asked respondents the open-ended question of: “What are the

reasons for the change in the amount of gamification used in your projects?” Re-

sponses were clustered around four key themes of (a) a lack of compelling value prop-

osition, (b) lack of management support, (c) shift in focus and responsibilities, and (d)

loss of general interest. An example of the responses for each key theme are as follows:

(a) “While we saw some initial improvements in engagement, there was no sus-
tained business value”

(b) “The leadership team never really fully bought in to the gamification program”

(c) “I switched jobs and it there was no interest in my new department, and my
replacement in my old department had no interest in picking it up”

(d) “There’s less interest in the organisation now, they’ve moved onto the next
big things such as Al, data and agile”.

Levels of satisfaction had declined. In relation to the question: “How would you rate
your overall satisfaction with the results from your gamification projects?” the survey
results showed that satisfaction levels had declined over time e.g. in 2014 (n=25) 32%
of respondents stated they were “Very Satisfied” however in 2018 (n=23) this dropped
to 9% and congregated around the “somewhat satisfied” and “neutral” positions. Those
that were dissatisfied rose from 0% to 13% as illustrated in Figure 2 below:

LEVELS OF SATISFACTION WITH THE RESULTS FROM GAMIFICATION PROJECTS

39% 39% 12018 [12014
32% 32% 32% (n=25)  (n=23)
[v) 0,
9% % 13%
0% 0%
Very Satisfied =~ Somewhat Satisfied Neutral Somewhat Dissatisfied  Dissatisfied

Figure 2. Levels of satisfaction over time

The follow-up question asked respondents the open-ended question of: “How has your
perception of gamification as a business tool changed over the last four years?” Re-
sponses were clustered around four key themes of (a) lack of a holistic business tool,
(b) design issues and limitations, (c) shifting perceptions to it being a ‘fad’, (d) need for
improved research. An example of the responses for each key theme are as follows:
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(a) “Gamification on its own is not a viable business tool” and “business princi-
ples are lacking which makes it risky”
(b) “Continuous bad design made it an obvious and dull strategy” and “users be-
came too sensitive and rejected badges and leaderboards”
(c) “It’s a fad that’s peaked; it never really developed into a discipline like Design
Thinking or Agile” and “we ended up just folding it into our UX functions”
(d) “Great to see more research, helps to be taken seriously” and “growth in in-
formation and use-cases has been useful”.
Net Promotor Score. In relation to the Net Promotor Score (NPS), a business meas-
urement tool used as a proxy for customer satisfaction for a product or service [23]
respondents were asked: “How likely are you to recommend gamification as a business
tool to a colleague?” and had to rate their answer from zero (not likely to recommend)
to ten (highly likely to recommend. The results showed a significant decline compared
the same question that was asked in 2014 as illustrated in Figure 3:
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Figure 3. Net Promoter Score

The results show that in this longitudinal study, project managers shifted from being
overwhelmingly promotors of gamification in 2014, to ‘passives’ (disengaged) and ‘de-
tractors’ (actively negative) by 2018. For example, in 2014 84% of respondents an-
swered 9 or 10 out of 10, and in 2018 this dropped to 30.5%

Areas for improvement. In looking for respondent recommendations on future direc-
tions for gamification, the following open-ended question was posed: “How can the
gamification sector improve on its professional services to the business community?
The gamification sector includes researchers, consultants, designers, course providers,
authors/writers, technology vendors, app developers, game developers.” Responses
were processed by using the qualitive method of affinity mapping to sort all the key
elements then applied grounded theory to derive six key thematic clusters in the data:
e Lack of technological innovation. Several respondents expressed frustration
with the lack of technological innovation and despite the large number of ven-
dors that had entered the the market, there was very little product and service
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differentiation in offerings such as games, platforms and user experiences. I1-
lustrative quotes: “Vendors are sitting on their laurels” and “Haven’t seen
much innovation from the big-name platform providers”.

e Need for strategic value propositions. Several issues were raised that vendors
and consultants need to better target and communicate with leadership teams
in order to generate high level buy-in. Often gamification projects were initi-
ated at the middle-management level and failed to reach high level support.
Illustrative quote: “Focus less on the tactical aspects and more on the strategic
ones such as systemic changes and business transformation”.

e Uplift in professionalism. Several respondents stated that while the fun and
engaging aspects of a gamification project was attractive, it started to wear
thin where it became apparent that there was limited business expertise and
substance behind their vendor’s capability. Illustrative quotes: “We’re never
inviting game developers here again” and “Gamification is not the holy grail
of engagement; we expect that consultants have a deeper knowledge of related
business tools and approaches to support the project”.

e Use more fact-based assessments. Several mentions were made that gamifica-
tion should be treated as a design discipline and needs to incorporate several
layers of research, stakeholder involvement and strategic design. lllustrative
quotes: “Stop throwing around case studies which are not validated or keep
pushing standard platforms, start approaching it as a design discipline” and
“There’s much more research around now, there needs to be more of it”.

e Stop overpromising. Several respondents complained that many consultants
and vendors overpromised and underdelivered. They believed that organisa-
tional challenges cannot be solved by gamification alone and that vendors need
to understand and communicate its limits. Illustrative quotes: “Stop promising
the world!” and “Never mention ‘gamification’ to conservative organisations,
just incorporate it into the overall solution”.

e  Full-service product offering. Several comments were made that many gami-
fication consultants were overly focussed on technology i.e. platform vendors
or game developers, whereas their organisation was looking full-service gam-
ification offerings that included strategy, design and business transformation.
Limited service offerings constrained the ability of an organisation to fully
engage with a gamification project due to challenges in project management
and implementation. Tllustrative quotes: “Our project failed as it was difficult
to integrate” and “There needs to be a clear understanding of which areas can
be gamified and which shouldn’t”.

Experimentation. The open-ended question on experimentation was: “Have you or
your organisation experimented with different types of gamification? If so, what are
they? Using affinity mapping the responses were clustered into four key groups:

e No exploration. A total of 30% of respondents answered that they did not ex-
periment with different types of gamification. Responses included: “No, not
really”, “No, not yet”, “No, but planning to” and “No interest in exploring it”.
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o Different Mechanics. A total of 50% of respondents claimed that they did ex-
periment with gamification, and continued to explain that they used different
types of mechanics such as badges, feedback, challenges, narrative and points.

e End Uses. Atotal of 10% of respondents claimed they experimented with gam-
ification by using it in different areas of the organisation such as training,
learning and development, marketing and innovation management.

e Strategic Approach. The final 10% of respondents stated that they used differ-
ent design approaches, different technologies, experimental designs, different
design teams, specialist advisory teams, digital and analogue gamified experi-
ences, and short and long forms. These respondents were more likely to be
positive about gamification; they were also still using gamification after four
years, were more satisfied with project outcomes, and gave it a higher NPS.

Very few respondents expressed knowledge of innovative or creative forms of playful
or gameful design and affordances beyond the use of basic game mechanics, games and
platforms. Nor had they mentioned inspiration or examples from recent innovations in
game design such as first-person walker narrative games, or engaging gameful experi-
ences involving wearables or virtual reality that may have a role to play in evolving the
enterprise gamification domain beyond the use of basic game mechanics into more ho-
listic forms of experiential design. This supports the findings of Rapp et al. [24] and
Morschheuser et al. [25] that the full range of game design expertise has not yet been
employed in the design of gamification systems. However, the design complexity we
face in IS is that business systems are utilitarian with value creation objectives and an
implied expectation for users to participate, relative to games which are hedonistic sys-
tems for pure entertainment with no expectations to participate.

3 Discussion

The objective of this longitudinal research was to examine how the use of gamification
for a cohort of early adopter organisations had shifted over time for the purposes of
understanding the nature of change and evolution for the domain. The key finding is
that these organisations had significantly reduced their use of gamification due to a
perceived decline in sustainable business value creation. While the respondents re-
ported very positive outcomes and experiences with gamification four years ago, the
same results could not be replicated or sustained over time.

These results are not dissimilar to a recent extensive review of empirical research into
gamification by Koivisto and Hamari [26] where the researchers found that: “While the
results in general lean towards positive findings about the effectiveness of gamification,
the amount of mixed results is remarkable” and “the papers report negative or incon-
clusive results in addition to positive results”. The authors noted that this provides fur-
ther support to the conclusions of previous gamification reviews “...that gamification
is not a silver-bullet type of solution for achieving positive results and success, in either
the research sphere, or in practice” [26, page 201].

A key insight can be drawn from the survey question pertaining to experimentation
with gamification; if so few respondents engaged with meaningful experimentation
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with gamification in terms of different affordances, technologies and design methodol-
ogies, then perhaps the declining levels of satisfaction has more to do with (a) reaching
the limits to extracting value from a narrow range of gamification design elements and
technologies, (b) the limited capability, awareness or even courage of the project man-
agers (or their consultants and vendors) in developing more innovative approaches to
gamification design, and (c) issues in relation to a more effective integration of gami-
fication within legacy business systems.

This highlights opportunities for further research into organisational competencies in
developing effective and sustainable gamified applications. This can be anchored in IS
theoretical foundations such as the Information System Success Model [27] which con-
tends that an enterprise information system comprises of six key interdependent and
multidimensional elements that determine system success such as system quality, in-
formation quality, service quality, system use, user satisfaction and net benefits. This
would provide an important addition to the future research agenda outlined by Koivisto
and Hamari [26] which outlines a comprehensive list of research initiatives to guide
future research endeavors in thematic, theoretical and methodological agendas. Gami-
fication research to date has largely focussed on motivational system design [12], mo-
tivational needs [28], and the relationships between affordances and outcomes [29],
[17]. The outcomes of this longitudinal research highlight the opportunity to deepen
our research perspectives of the unique requirements of gamified information systems
to ensure sustainable systems success and how to manage organisational barriers to
adoption.

In the broader strategic and operational context of socio-technical systems, this phe-
nomenon can also be observed where organisations experience barriers to adopting in-
novative business systems in general [30, 31, 32, 33]. Such barriers are generally
formed by organisation culture, legacy systems and systemic constraints [31], as well
as limitations in organisational capabilities [34]. Thus, the phenomenon seen in this
study may not be unique to gamification, but to any strategic innovation project within
an organisational context. Therefore, if gamification is to evolve it may need to develop
a more rigorous focus in organisational capability development and business transfor-
mation particularly if it is to be successfully situated as an IS discipline. Opportunities
for further research in this regard is to better understand the dynamic nature of the gam-
ification of information systems over time through longitudinal research. Lessons learnt
from this study identifies the opportunity to develop substantial research projects that
should include (a) a larger cohort of respondents, (b) a greater number of time points,
and (c) additional questions that delve deeper into each of the key gamification ele-
ments in information systems such as technology, design, systems implementation and
management.

4 Conclusion

The objective of this longitudinal study was to generate insight into how the use and
perception of gamification had changed for a cohort of organisations between 2014 and
2018. The results showed that while gamification had initially produced positive re-
sults, the incidence of subsequent negative performance had a detrimental impact on
organisational confidence and investment in gamification projects. Insights from this
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study suggest that for gamification to evolve into a preeminent place in information
systems research, researchers and practitioners will need focus on enabling capability
building, encouraging more innovative forms of gamification design, and taking a stra-
tegic approach to business transformation. Opportunities for further research have been
identified in understanding the dynamic nature of gamification in information systems
though longitudinal research to track how organisations and their business needs evolve
over time, and in understanding the interdependent factors that contribute to gamified
information systems implementation success.
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