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Abstract 

Organisations are continuously seeking to increase employee engagement to improve 

organisational performance and gain competitive advantage. Gamification — the use of game 

mechanics in non-game contexts — is a nascent and increasingly applied approach to improve 

engagement and holds promise to address current engagement gaps in workplaces. Applying 

gamification to the complexities and idiosyncrasies of the workplace, however, presents 

challenges for researchers and gamification designers. This thesis argues that Cultural 

Historical Activity Theory (CHAT) provides a theoretical framework for addressing these 

challenges in both research and practice, and it develops methods of adapting the use of 

CHAT to understand the unique factors of a particular workplace context.  

Using a qualitative design-based research method, a gamification experience was designed for 

staff of three workplaces using the same five design steps in all contexts and implementing a 

gamification experience for three months. Three organisations participated in this study: a 

school seeking to increase innovative teaching practices in its teachers; a restaurant wanting 

to improve team interaction and restaurant management; and a government department 

wanting to increase professional development activities. 

The findings from this study demonstrate the positive effects gamification can have in the 

workplace, including increased staff engagement and motivation, improved team interactions 

and communication, increased productivity and better clarity on team goals, and increased 

workplace satisfaction. Significantly, the gamification design process helped alleviate 

systemic tensions in the workplace and demonstrates that gamification can contribute to a 

more productive and higher performing organisation.  

This thesis makes several unique contributions including providing additional qualitative 

evidence of the effectiveness of gamification and first study to extend Cultural Historical 

Activity Theory and practice to the gamification design process. Finally, this thesis provides a 

gamification design process and evaluation framework for designers to use when 

implementing gamification in the workplace.  
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Chapter 1:  
Introduction to thesis 

This chapter provides an overview of this thesis, including the background (Section 1.1), 

statement of the problem (1.2), conceptual framework for the thesis (1.3), the purpose of the 

thesis (1.4), the research questions (1.5), the scope (1.6), the significance of the thesis (1.7), 

definition of key terms (1.8), thesis chapter outline (1.9) and a summary (1.10).  

1.1 Background 

Global trends in technology use, ever-increasing rates of change and the need to stay 

competitive in a 24-hour globally connected marketplace are changing today’s workplaces 

(Francescato & Aber, 2015). Combined with trends in increasing diversity of genders, ages, 

cultures and lifestyles, contemporary organisations are facing increasing pressure to stay 

competitive in the labour market, defined as competitive advantage (Wickham & Parker, 

2007, Ogbonnaya and Valizade, 2018). These trends are driving the need for organisations to 

innovate and attract and retain a capable and engaged workforce. The link between employee 

engagement and corporate performance is well understood (Crick, Haigney, Huang, Coburn, 

& Goldspink, 2013) and can be seen as the principal asset and competitive advantage in 

today’s fast-paced, knowledge-based global economy (Burns & Paton, 2005). Organisational 

performance includes indicators such as financial performance (Guerrero & Barraud-Didier, 

2004), labour productivity (Macduffie, 1995), and reduced staff absence (Wood et al., 2012).  

Organisations are increasingly placing emphasis on employee engagement as a means to 

perform (Gustavsson, 2009), and a global workforce study by Towers Perrin (2008) found 

that engagement is the key to improving an organisation’s capacity to perform. Towers Perrin 

(2008) define employee engagement as the extent to which employees put discretionary effort 

into their work and contribute energy, creativity and passion, in addition to understanding and 

performing their roles and responsibilities. Similarly, Plester and Hutchison (2016) define 

engagement as a high-energy and positive psychological state, characterised by genuine 

willingness to focus towards organisational goals. While it is difficult to measure and 

generalise, it is postulated that between 50–70 percent of employees worldwide are not 

engaged at work (Gallup., 2017; Plester & Hutchison, 2016). Not only is engagement key to 
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employee motivation to perform and contribute to organisational performance, it has also 

been linked with well-being and a reduction in burnout (Maslach, Schaufelli, & Leiter, 2001). 

Work environments are becoming increasingly connected and complex, presenting the 

challenge of making sense of this complexity and how to create conditions to increase 

engagement. This complexity stems from the myriad of internal and external interactions that 

occur between employees and other components of the organisation, including systems, 

processes, technology, and so on (James et al., 2008; Clark, 2011; McCarthy, 2013; Paharia, 

2013). Further, researchers in the field of cognitive ecology have demonstrated that human 

cognitive processes are embodied and enacted through goal-orientated action and interactions 

between the human organism and its environment (Rueschemeyer & Bekkering, 2009; 

Hutchins, 1996, 2010).  

Given this complexity, the question then becomes how organisational change managers and 

researchers can deal with this complexity in a meaningful way to produce the desired 

behaviour change and subsequent increase in organisational performance.  

1.2 Statement of the problem 

Given the importance of engaged and committed employees to organisational performance 

and the complex social nature of organisations, the key question is how to create workplaces 

that foster engagement and a positive and high-performing workplace environment. This is a 

particularly important question for today’s workplaces and is equally challenging to address 

given the complex nature of organisations. Organisations can be seen as ecosystem-like 

environments consisting of individual, social and organisational factors (Hutchins, 2010), and 

need to be considered as connected sets of interactions that produce organisational climate, 

culture and performance. Noted motivational psychologist B. J. Fogg states that products and 

environments can be designed to elicit desired behaviours, provided that the right factors are 

used (Fogg, 2009).  

 “...organizations can design experiences they hope will influence people’s 

behaviors via technology channels. However, many attempts at persuasive 

design fail because people don’t understand what factors lead to behavior 

change.” – Fogg, 2009, page 1 
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Gamification is an emergent approach in workplace design that is receiving much attention 

due to its potential to significantly increase employee engagement (Buckley & Doyle, 2015; 

Gibson, Ostashewski, Flintoff, Grant, & Knight, 2015). Gamification is most simply defined 

as the application of game theory and game mechanics to non-game contexts (Deterding, 

Dixon, Khaled, & Nacke, 2011), namely enterprises and institutions, to reward and 

incentivise the behaviour of consumers, employees and students (Kim, 2013). In its most 

basic form, gamification can consist of game mechanics such as points, badges and 

leaderboards to reward performance (Hamari, 2015) and include challenges, competition and 

collaboration to incentivise and reward engagement (Oberprieler & Leonard, 2015).  

Gamification has developed as part of the recent increase in multi-media technologies 

(Peterson, 2010), online and video games (Girard, Ecalle, & Magnan, 2013), advancements in 

human-computer interfaces and interaction (Rapp, Hopfgartner, Hamari, Linehan, & Cena 

2019), big data (Paharia, 2013) and simulations through augmented and virtual reality 

(Zuckerman & Gal-Oz, 2014). Psychologists and educational researchers in particular are 

exploring the use of these tools for increased engagement in education and workplaces 

(Peterson, 2010).  

Despite newness of the field and a lack of rich qualitative case studies and detailed 

approaches to workplace gamification, gamification is being applied to various challenges. 

There are copious examples of basic gamification application to increase brand loyalty and 

consumer experience (Rambo, 2011; Kuo, 2015) as well as healthcare, environmental 

sustainability (Werbach & Hunter, 2012), public services (Hassan, 2017) and formal 

education settings. Used in the workplace, gamification can hold the key to employee 

engagement and organisational performance (Oberprieler, 2018), but designing an effective 

gamification intervention requires an understanding and method to work in the complex and 

social system of the workplace. Gamification as a field is undergoing a deep transformation 

(Rapp, Hopfgartner, Hamari, Linehan, & Cena, 2019) that includes a movement towards 

investigating contextual factors and bridging the gap between gamification theory and 

practice (Morschheuser, Hassan, Werder, Hamari, 2018).  

In their meta-analysis, Koivisto and Hamari (2019) provide a future research agenda for 

gamification studies, several of which this thesis contributes to. The key theoretical agenda 

item this thesis contributes to is “future gamification research should incorporate the contexts 
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in which the gamification is deployed and investigated more strongly into research models”. 

This thesis achieves this by using the Cultural Historical Activity Theory framework to 

connect theory with practice and consider the user’s context as part of the gamification 

experience being design, with a focus on workplace contexts. 

1.3 Conceptual framework for the study  

Workplaces consists of a myriad of internal and external resources and interactions that can 

be likened to a biological ecosystem (Hutchins, 2010). Cultural Historical Activity Theory 

(CHAT) emphasises the criticality of the environment in human cognition, interaction and 

activity (Gustavsson, 2009). Pioneered by Vygotsky in 1920’s, CHAT is becoming an 

increasingly accepted theory in educational design because of its acknowledgement and 

embracing of the complexities of human activity (Roth & Lee, 2007 ). CHAT emphasises that 

engagement is culturally mediated through artefacts, tools and language. It states that 

consciousness and cognition are facilitated through the use of artefacts and are focussed 

towards goals or objects as well as being strongly situated in the local cultural, social and 

historical context (Engeström, 2001; Hutchins, 2010; Yamagata-Lynch, 2010).  

While CHAT has been primarily used in educational settings, it can also provide a useful 

methodological framework to understand and design in other contexts and settings 

(Oberprieler & Leonard, 2015; Oberprieler, Leonard, & Fitzgerald, 2017). Workplaces can be 

considered activity- and artefact-mediated ecosystems as well, and when applying 

gamification to employee engagement, gamification designers would do well to understand 

and embrace the complex behaviours and interactions of the actors in this ecosystem. CHAT 

was therefore used to provide a framework and research model for this study because it 

allows for the incorporation of the contexts in which the gamification is deployed and 

investigated, as stated as a research priority by Koivisto and Hamari (2019). The CHAT 

model defines a system of human activity into seven key elements, which are described in 

detail Section 3.3 and 3.4.  

A CHAT-based gamification design process therefore allows for the collection and analysis of 

rich contextual data and this thesis provides an initial investigation of this novel approach to 

gamification design in the workplace. 
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1.4 Purpose of this thesis 

This thesis investigated how workplace gamification can be enhanced through applying a 

Cultural Historical Activity Theory (CHAT) perspective on the gamification design and 

implementation process. It investigated how CHAT can provide a methodological framework 

for gamification designers to implement workplace gamification, given the complex and 

social nature of these environments. The focus of this thesis was to provide a nuanced and 

descriptive evaluation of this novel approach to gamification implementation in the 

workplace.  

Therefore, the aim of this thesis was to contribute to knowledge about gamification in 

organisations by applying the CHAT framework and providing insight into how to implement 

gamification in organisations, using a descriptive approach. 

1.5 Research questions  

Two research questions guided this thesis. The first is about the theoretical and practical 

contributions of CHAT to workplace gamification design and the second is about the 

effectiveness of gamification in the workplace.  

1. a) How can CHAT be used to identify and map the effects of gamification on the 

workplace activity system? 

b) How can CHAT provide a basis for data collection and analysis that can inform 

meaningful workplace gamification design?  

2. How can gamification provide meaningful engagement in the workplace when it is 

tailored to the organisational context? 

The research questions were addressed using a qualitiative Design-Based Research process 

(introduced in Section 1.5 and detailed in Chapter 4). Given the novel approach being 

investigated and the lack of detailed descriptive gamification studies, this thesis investigates 

the research questions through a qualitiative and descriptive lens.  
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1.6 Scope of the thesis 

This thesis focussed on the design and implementation of gamification in three workplaces, 

using CHAT as part of the gamification design process to map the workplace experience and 

outcomes. It does this by initially understanding the uniqueness of the context, then designing 

the gamified experience to target the interactions and finally, measuring the changes in 

workplace behaviours and outcomes through changes in the interactions. 

The research for this thesis used a qualitative design-based research (DBR) approach. DBR is 

a commonly used approach because of its focus on the interaction between an individual and 

its real-world context (Hoadley, 2010). The immersive and iterative approach of this 

methodology has the unique strength of enabling locally relevant and timely changes to the 

design that can more quickly lead to improved environments (Cobb, Confrey, diSessa, Lehrer, 

& Schauble, 2003). While the researcher’s direct involvement in the research context may 

introduce biases, it is an explicit strength of DBR and part of the rationale for choosing this 

methodology for this study. This will be discussed further in Sections 3.5.3, 3.5.4, 4.1.5 and 

9.5.2.2. The CHAT-DBR methodology and process used follows that of Yamagata-Lynch 

(2007, 2009, 2010), which also views the researcher's close interaction with the context as a 

strength. 

Further, the design principles and lessons learnt throughout the process can be generalised and 

added to existing theory (Groundwater-Smith & Mockler, 2007). Similarly, CHAT analysis 

allows researchers to extract meaning from complex data. The research approach for this 

thesis used the CHAT framework to (i) capture the complex data sets, (ii) work with 

manageable units of analysis, (iii) ascertain how multiple systems interact with one another 

and (iv) allow the analysis to be easily communicated (Yamagata-Lynch, 2010; Bourke, 

2013).  

CHAT and DBR were used as part of a five-step gamification design process. The 

combination of CHAT and DBR allow for both a strong theoretical foundation and real-world 

iteration in each context. CHAT and DBR have a complementary nature due to their 

embracing of real-world complexity in order to produce tangible outcomes in the context to 

which they are applied. The CHAT-DBR process used follows the work of Yamagata-Lynch, 

and the five-step gamification design process used broadly follows a common design thinking 
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methodology used in gamification design, as described by Morschheuser, Hassan, Werder, 

and Hamari (2018). 

This study was conducted in three workplace contexts to reduce bias and allow comparison 

across different activity systems. A gamification solution was specifically developed with and 

for each workplace using a design thinking process. The gamification design steps used in 

each workplace were as follows: 

1. gain understanding of business intent from project sponsor; 

2. conduct user research with staff in the form of interviews and questionnaires, 

summarised into a short report; 

3. facilitate a Gamification Design Lab to generate ideas, develop a concept and then test 

with users and the project sponsor; 

4. implement the gamification experience, with some check-ins throughout the testing 

period;  

5. evaluate the results through interviews and questionnaires, captured in a short report 

provided to the project sponsor. 

The organisations studied were a school seeking to incentivise and reward teachers for 

embracing innovative teaching practices, a restaurant looking to improve customer service 

and team dynamics, and a government department wanting to recognise employees for 

undertaking professional development. The gamification was implemented for a period of 1–3 

months and then analysed to ascertain its effectiveness in bringing about change in the 

workplace and to generate insights to contribute to existing gamification and CHAT research. 

Data was collected and analysed using qualitative and detailed descriptive methods, rather 

than statistical, to allow for a rich understanding of the experience of gamification in each 

context. 
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1.7 Significance of this thesis   

This thesis provides much-needed descriptive study to the evolving field of gamification. It 

provides an evaluation of the effectiveness of gamification for increasing engagement and is 

one of the few studies investigating gamification of workplaces. In addition, it extends CHAT 

research beyond the education arena to that of the workplace. This contributes to the 

applications of CHAT as a theory and methodology and contributes a new approach to 

designing workplace change. The output of this thesis is a detailed Workplace Gamification 

Design Process based in a design thinking and CHAT approach, which is a new perspective 

on gamification design, implementation and evaluation of its effectiveness.  

1.8 Definition of key terms  

The following key terms are used throughout the thesis:  

gamification the use of game mechanics and experience design to engage 

users and solve real world problems;  

meaningful engagement  a psychological state in the workplace when employees use 

discretionary effort in their work; 

CHAT Cultural Historical Activity Theory, a theoretical framework 

and practical method for understanding activity systems;  

DBR design-based research, a mixed-methods approach commonly 

used in qualitative research, involving the researcher immersing 

him- or herself in the context and iteratively designing an 

intervention with participants in the context.  

 

1.9 Thesis outline 

Chapter 1 (this chapter) provides an introduction to the thesis by presenting an overview of 

the background, a statement of the problem, the conceptual framework used, the purpose and 

scope of the thesis and its significance.  
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Chapter 2 provides a literature review of gamification and its potential for engagement, a 

brief history of game-like experiences, key psychological theories and current applications of 

gamification. The chapter concludes with a summary of key criticisms of gamification as an 

emerging field.  

Chapter 3 describes Cultural Historical Activity Theory (CHAT) as the underlying 

theoretical framework and introduces a CHAT-based Workplace Gamification Design 

Process. 

Chapter 4 presents the research methods used in this thesis, including instrumentation, 

procedures, collection and analysis of data and ethics of the method.  

Chapter 5 presents the first case study, Shoalhaven School, by presenting the data and 

analysis in three main sections: pre-gamification analysis, gamification design and post-

gamification analysis.  

Chapter 6 presents the second case study, Ruby’s Restaurant, by presenting the data and 

analysis in three main sections: pre-gamification analysis, gamification design, and post-

gamification analysis.  

Chapter 7 presents the third case study, government Department, by presenting the data and 

analysis in three main sections: pre-gamification analysis, gamification design, and post-

gamification analysis.  

Chapter 8 provides a detailed cross-case comparison between the three case studies in order 

to extract additional insights. 

Chapter 9 concludes the thesis by discussing the findings, extracting key insights and 

principles from the thesis, reflecting on these in light of key gamification theories, describing 

limitations of the thesis and opportunities for future research; and finally presenting the 

refined Workplace Gamification Design Process.   
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1.10 Summary 

This thesis outlines the problem of lack of employee engagement in today’s workplaces. 

Given the importance of engagement for employee satisfaction in organisational performance 

and competitive advantage, it is argued that a different approach to addressing engagement in 

workplaces is required. Gamification is a nascent and increasingly applied approach to 

increase engagement and holds promise to address current engagement gaps in workplaces 

and other environments. Applying gamification principles and methods to the complexities 

and idiosyncrasies of the workplace, however, presents many challenges for researchers and 

gamification designers. This thesis argues that Cultural Historical Activity Theory (CHAT) 

provides a methodological framework for addressing these challenges in both theory and 

practice, and it develops methods of adapting the use of CHAT to understand the unique 

factors of a particular workplace context. In doing so, it frames the pivotal questions of the 

proposed research: 

1. a) How can CHAT be used to identify and map the effects of gamification on the 

workplace activity system? 

b) How can CHAT provide a basis for data collection and analysis that can inform 

meaningful workplace gamification design?  

2. How can gamification provide meaningful engagement in the workplace when it is 

tailored to the organisational context? 

This thesis used design-based research methodology to implement a gamification intervention 

in three workplaces. Data collection utilised the CHAT approach to map the activity system 

of each organisation before and after the gamification application. Data were collected 

through interviews and questionnaires and analysed using the CHAT model and the Constant 

Comparative Method. The outcomes of the gamification in each organisation was described in 

detail and insights into the gamification design methodology were drawn from a cross-

comparison of the three contexts. A Workplace Gamification Design Process was developed 

and refined. 

The findings of this thesis show that gamification can be effective in the workplace when the 

design is tailored to the context. The findings from the three workplaces participating in this 
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study demonstrate the positive effects gamification can have in the workplace, including 

increased staff engagement and motivation, improved team interactions and communication, 

increased productivity and better clarity on team goals. Significantly, the gamification design 

process can help alleviate systemic tensions in the workplace and contribute to a more 

productive, happy and high performing organisation. While these findings are positive, it 

should be noted that they are descriptive in nature rather than statistical. This study 

investigated a novel approach to designing and understanding gamification in the workplace 

using CHAT, therefore a sustainable workplace change as measured over a longer period of 

time with a larger sample size is out of the scope of a PhD research project. 

The unique contribution of this thesis is its presentation of rich descriptive detail of the 

benefits and outcomes of workplace gamification, and the development of a Workplace 

Gamification Design Process that accounts for the systemic and complex nature of 

workplaces. This thesis extends the current applications of CHAT to that of workplaces and 

introduces it to the field of gamification, by providing additional study of CHAT benefits as a 

practical methodological framework. This extension of CHAT beyond educational contexts 

into the workplace arena provides a new understanding of and approach to improving 

workplace engagement. With the insights and detailed gamification design process presented 

in this thesis, gamification designers and organisations seeking to improve employee 

engagement can better approach the design of workplace environments. By understanding the 

psychology of games and play, accounting for the ecosystem-like nature of workplaces 

through CHAT, and following the design process developed in this thesis, designers can 

create change in organisations that create meaningful employee engagement and thereby 

increase organisational performance in today’s modern workplaces. 
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Chapter 2:  
Gamification’s potential for creating meaningful engagement   

This chapter presents an overview of the past, present and future of game-like experiences 

(2.1), outlines the key psychological theories that underpin gamification design (2.2); 

provides an overview of the evolving field of gamification (Section 2.3) and presents key 

challenges and criticisms of gamification (2.4), which demonstrate the need for a theory-

based gamification design process (2.5). 

2.1 Past, present and future of game-like experiences  

Games and game-like experiences are an essential part of the human experience as is 

demonstrated by the plethora of game types that exist. From the ancient games of our 

ancestors through to modern games that use mobile technology, the act of turning a behaviour 

or objects into a form of gameplay is universal (Huizinga, 1949; Hamayon, 2012). Humans 

have been playing games for at least over 5000 years, based on relics and playthings found all 

over the world (Donovan, 2018; Romano et al., 2018). 

2.1.1 Ancient games 
While it is difficult to know for sure, many historians agree that one of the oldest games is 

Knucklebones (Budd & Newman, 1941; Kidd, 2017). It consists of five bones, typically the 

knucklebones of a sheep or ox, which are played by throwing one of the bones into the air and 

manually handling or manipulating the others, then catching the first bone again. Multiple 

variations of the Knucklebones game have existed, and evidence suggests that it has multiple 

origins, including in the Roman empire, Russia, America, Japan, Africa and Europe. While a 

popular form of Knucklebones was played well into the 19th century in England, it has moved 

out of popular circulation. It is suggested that the modern version of knuckle bones is a game 

known as Jacks, which consists of a round marble and four small stone cubes, and these 

knucklebone objects may also be the origins of the commonly used and well-known dice 

(Kidd, 2017).  

Another popular ancient game form is cards or tiles, either with or without dice (Lo, 2000). 

References to playing cards can be found in China as early as 900 B.C.E and 1377 B.C.E. in 

Europe (Lo, 2000). The use of game objects such as cards and dice is extended to flat surfaces 

or boards. An example of this is the Ancient Egyptian game of Senet, a game related to fate 
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and the afterlife (Budd & Newman, 1941). The game consists of a gridded board of 30 

squares, arranged in three rows of ten. While historians can only guess at the rules, the game 

seems to involve two sets of pawns that were moved across the grid. Another ancient game is 

the Royal Game of Ur, originating in Iraq and Egypt (Brouwers, 2017), which had a black and 

white set of objects, seven markers and three four-sided dice. A similar gameplay can be seen 

in the still-popular game Backgammon, which originated in the Roman Empire (Budd & 

Newman, 1941). Board games were also used for military strategy, such as Ludus 

latrunculorum, which was played throughout the Roman Empire and is considered to be an 

early version of the Persian-Germanic Chess, due to the similarities of the movement of 

pawns across a field to defeat the other player (Budd & Newman, 1941). Yet another old and 

globally played game is Mancala, with the first evidence appearing around 700 C.E. 

(deVoogt, 2012). Sometimes considered a genre of game, this family of board games is based 

on a ‘count-and-capture’ concept (Budd & Newman, 1941) which is  played by placing a 

certain number of seeds in the pit of the board, then removing the seeds and ‘sowing’ them by 

placing one each in the following pits in sequence.  

While these ancient games used rudimentary objects, gameplay soon became more 

sophisticated. In the 19th century the Prussian military used a wargame to practice military 

tactics, called Kriegspiel (Mizer, 2014) which used counters to represent troop formations, 

using dice rolls and rules that abstracted combat through chance and strategy. Similar war 

gaming examples can be found in China in 300 B.C.E. with Wei Hai and in India around 500 

B.C.E. with Chaturanga, to name a few examples (Smith, 2010). This simulation of war 

tactics allowed military leaders to immerse themselves in possible scenarios without the 

messiness or risk of real warfare (Smith, 2010; Keenan, 2012).  

2.1.2 Tabletop games 

Since the start of the 19th century, board games have become a popular form of gameplay 

(Smith, 2010; Keenan, 2012). Aided by mass printing technology and the introduction of 

intellectual property rights, the way in which people viewed and distributed games changed, 

and tabletop games became very popular (Donovan, 2018).  

A common tabletop game is The Checkered Game of Life of 1866, designed to promote the 

moral Christian values of the time (Ferrara, 2013; Mizer, 2014). Another popular game was 

The Landlord’s Game, a square board with a track of properties that players can buy and sell 
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(Mizer, 2014). Designed by Lizzie Magie in America in 1903, this game was sold to the 

Parker Brothers in 1935 who popularised it into the modern game of Monopoly (Mizer, 2014). 

Other modern board games include The Settlers of Catan, a European game invented in 1995 

and one of the most popular board games of the last three decades (Donovan, 2017), and 

Dungeons and Dragons, a classic role-playing game from the mid- to late 1900s that heavily 

influenced modern gameplay and continues to be regularly played (Mizer, 2014). Despite the 

more recent birth of video and computer games, board games are still a widely popular 

pastime (Van Rheenen, 2012). 

2.1.3 Arcade and video games 

The board game era paved the way for video games when computer technology become more 

widespread, as evidenced by the heavy influence of board-game style gameplay in early video 

games, as game designers aimed to recreate board games digitally (Donovan, 2018; Koivisto 

and Hamari, 2019). Early video games were chiefly focussed on strategy games such as 

wargaming (Donovan, 2018) and business simulations (Vesa, Hamari, Harviainen, & 

Warmelink, 2017). 

The 1970s and 1980s saw the introduction of video games for leisure and entertainment in the 

form of arcade and video games such as Tetris, Pac-Man, Donkey Kong, Pong and Space 

Invaders (Spence & Feng, 2010). Mekler (2015) described digital games as the most popular 

medium of our time, even surpassing film and television in terms of popularity, hours spent 

engaging with the medium and market sales. The advent of personal computing provided the 

opportunity for more sophisticated games, including Massively Multiplayer Online Role-

Playing Games (MMORPG) which permit a large number of people to play simultaneously. 

While genres vary from adventure, action, shooting, driving, fighting, sports and more, many 

modern video games combine these categories and provide complex, real-life simulated 

worlds in which players must explore, plan, solve problems, and collaborate (Spence & Feng, 

2010). MMORPGs are popular (Scott & Porter-Armstrong 2018) because they satisfy a range 

of psychological needs, including social interaction (Rapp, 2017). The most well-known and 

popular of these is World of Warcraft, which was released in 2004 (Waddington, 2015) and 

had over 8 million active subscribers by 2013 (Rapp, 2017). MMORPG gameplay typically 

involves exploring a fictional world, completing quests like collecting items or slaying 

monsters as characters.  
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The increasing sophistication of technology has enabled an increase in simulations and 

simulation-based gameplay. Simulations allow players to explore and discover (Waddington, 

2015) and are used for social problem solving. For example, the Fate of the World simulation 

game focusses on teaching climate change action (Waddington, 2015) by giving the player the 

role of strategic decision making for a fictitious Global Environmental Organisation. Played 

over an 80-year period with turns of five years, players must form global policies on climate 

change to prevent the rise of global temperatures by the end of the gameplay.  

2.1.4 Mobile games 
Not only have video games become more sophisticated, they have also become ubiquitous 

(McGonigal, 2005). This is particularly seen in the number of mobile “casual” games 

available, which allow players to access games easily throughout their day. Widely popular 

mobile games include Farmville (Cardador, Northcraft &Whicker 2017), CandyCrush, 

AngryBirds and Pokemon Go (van Roy, Deterding, & Zaman, 2019). Pokemon GO is an 

important example in the popularity of mobile games and their increasing acceptance in 

broader society. Released in July 2016 by gaming company Niantic, Pokemon GO is an 

augmented-reality game in which players explore their real-world environment to locate, 

catch and train creatures based on the cartoon television series Pokemon (Raj, Karlin, & 

Backstrom, 2016). This bridging of screen-time with outdoor physical activity brought a new 

dimension to mobile gaming and enabled various health and social benefits (Nigg, Mateo, & 

An, 2017). This game generated so much engagement in individual players, however, that 

some used the mobile application while bike riding and driving, resulting in multiple injuries 

and even in pedestrian death (Raj et al., 2016; Sawano et al., 2017). Pokemon GO has been 

one of the most popular mobile games in recent years and was the first to combine augmented 

reality in such an engaging and globally popular way.  

2.1.5 The future of game-like experiences  
The history of games and gaming demonstrates the myriad formats that game-like experiences 

can take and their omnipresence in society. Games and game-like activities share 

characteristics that trigger a human experience and satisfy psychological needs (Mekler, 

Brühlmann, Tuch, & Opwis, 2017), which makes games and gamification so engaging and 

popular (McGonigal, 2005). 
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Game-like experiences, including all of their manifestations as games, serious games, game-

based learning, simulations and gamification, will become more prevalent, normalised and 

increasingly immersive through sophisticated gameplay and graphics (McGonigal, 2011; 

Törhönen, Hassan, Sjöblom,  & Hamari, 2019). Interactive technology is already being used 

by companies such as Wii, which provide game experiences that are controlled by the player’s 

physical movements such as jumping, kicking and punching. Improving multi-media such as 

3D graphics, emotional artificial intelligence, haptic feedback loops and augmented and 

virtual reality (McGonigal, 2005) allows for active interaction and more realistic and 

immersive gameplay (Yang, Asaad, & Dwivedi, 2017). Digital games will continue to 

increase in fidelity through sounds, visuals, animations and haptics, a characteristic called 

“juiciness” (Mekler, Brühlmann, Tuch, & Opwis, 2017). In addition, the increasing amounts 

of data collected on health, sports, work and entertainment activities can be combined with 

game mechanics to drive behaviour by meeting fundamental human needs (Paharia, 2013; 

Bonometti, Ringer, Hall, Wade, & Drachen, 2019). These trends will influence the way 

people experience marketing and brands through increases in ‘advergaming’ and gamified 

marketing strategies as well as impact on education through increased technology use and 

game-like educational experiences. This has been referred to as ‘edutainment’ and is the 

transmuting of traditional educational content into a game-like experiences (Moreno-Ger, 

Martínez-Ortiz, Sierra, & Fernández-Manjón, 2008). The reverse can also be seen, where 

commercial games are repurposed for the educational context, as in the case of SimCity being 

used to teach economics and management of environments (Moreno-Ger et al., 2008).  

Games in their many forms, including board, video and mobile, will continue to increase in 

popularity as new styles of games are designed to engage new audiences (McGonigal, 2005, 

2011). The distance between the game world and real world will progressively decrease, and 

games will permeate more aspects of daily life (Rapp, 2017). This normalised increase in 

game-like experiences will continue and make gamification a commonplace experience in the 

workplace (McGonigal, 2005; Paharia, 2013).  

Having provided an overview of the history of games and their ubiquity across culture and 

time, the following section explores the psychological underpinning to popularity of games in 

human culture and history.  
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2.2 Underlying psychological theories of engagement and gamification  

From the rudimentary Knucklebones of our forebears to the board games of Ancient Egypt 

and Rome (Section 2.1.1) to the augmented-reality mobile games of the present (Section 

2.1.4) and the interactive multi-media gaming of the near future (Section 2.1.5), the 

experience of gamification can be examined through the lens of psychological and 

behavioural theories. From Piaget’s and Vygotsky’s (1967) notion of the importance of play 

in child development (Martí-Parreño, Seguí-Mas , & Seguí-Mas, 2016) to motivational 

psychology theories about creating engaging game experiences (Elkonin, 2005), a range of 

psychological theories can be used to understand gamification. This section provides a brief 

overview of five key psychological theories relevant to gamification.  

2.2.1 Key psychological theories and models 

2.2.1.1 Play and freedom 

Play can be viewed as “the very work of childhood”, because of the critical social, 

behavioural and biological functions it serves in human development (Kline, 1993). Noted 

psychologists such as Piaget and Vygotsky posited the notion of the value of play in learning 

and suggested that intrinsic motivation and playfulness are critical to the successful 

acquisition of new knowledge and skills (Vygotsky, 1967; DeVries, 2000). Similarly, Groos 

saw play as a preparatory and imitative exercise for serious activities that animals including 

humans are required to perform in adult life (Groos, 1911; Elkonin, 2005). 

“While the development of adaptations for future survival tasks is the main 

objective of our childhood, the leading role in this goal-directed chain of 

phenomena belongs to play, so that we are fully justified in saying, to use a 

somewhat paradoxical phrasing, that we play not because we are children, 

but we are given our childhood so that we can play.” (Groos, 1916, p. 72) 

 

Johan Huizinga (1949), highly esteemed philologist-historian and proponent of the 

importance of play in culture (Fuchs, 2014; Tanghe, 2016), explored the notion of play as 

being ‘freely chosen’ and ‘a voluntary activity’. In his seminal 1938 work Homo Ludens, 

Huizinga suggested that being human implies playing. In his view, the act of playing provides 

a feeling of autonomy and that this mental state of play is the very state of self-determination. 
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Play is important in learning, socialising and experiencing a sense of freedom and autonomy, 

which are necessary for the psychological state of playing. Huizinga (1949) emphasised the 

subjective meaning and the beauty of play for the player, going beyond biological function 

and analysis. He wrote that games are:  

“…older than culture, for culture, however inadequately defined, always 

presupposes human society, and animals have not waited for man to teach 

them their playing.” (Huizinga, 1949, p.1) 

Caillois (1958) further explored this notion, arguing that, while play is self-determined, games 

by necessity impose rules and structure to enable game play. Despite the well-defined scope 

that games provide for freedom of action, games still allow the player the freedom to choose.  

“Play is a creation of which the player is the master.”  

(Caillois, 1958, p. 162) 

Huizinga coined the term ‘magic circle’, the concept that games provide a safe space of 

possibility that is separate from the real or ordinary world. The magic circle concept is a topic 

of debate for game and gamification designers (Raftopolous, 2016). While some see the 

magic circle as offering a simple and important model to understand play versus the real 

world (Salen & Zimmerman, 2004), others argue that the binary delineation of what is inside 

and outside of the game is unclear and restrictive (Stenros, 2012). Salen and Zimmerman 

(2004) emphasised the importance of play being entered into voluntarily and that games 

should exist apart from ordinary life, which is consistent with Huizinga’s (1950) notion of 

self-determination and autonomy in play. Tailor (2007) criticised the magic circle as being too 

rigid a delineation, especially when considering game-like experiences as virtual worlds. 

Similarly, Malaby (2007) questioned whether a clear division between play and ordinary life 

exists at all, and Stenros (2012) contended that Salen’s and Zimmerman’s view of the magic 

circle does not consider the connection between play and culture. The magic circle debate is 

essentially about the extent to which games do and should exist as a closed system and 

whether they should have permeable boundaries to the real world. This dispute is particularly 

interesting in gamification design, given that its premise is to deliberately merge the game and 

ordinary worlds.  
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Similarly, Hamayon (2012) viewed play as more than childhood make-believe and went as far 

as suggesting that play is one of humanity’s purest activities and that many of modern 

society’s activities are actually a form of play, including sports, dance, theatre and even 

financial market speculation. She considered events such as the Olympic Games and cultural 

rituals as forms of play, and her research shows the ubiquitousness of play across cultures and 

societies. This provides a provocative and fascinating viewpoint on the prevalence of play and 

games in various forms, and it may explain the recent appeal of the newest form of play – 

gamification.  

The benefits of play in the workplace include fostering culture and innovation by enabling 

creativity and divergent thinking (Tanghe, 2016). A link between play and culture has been 

repeatedly drawn (Huizinga, 1949; Darian-Smith et al., 2016) and can be seen in the 

language, scenarios, toys and relationships during play. These studies show that the 

importance of play has been researched for more than a century and that its role in shaping 

not just childhood but equally culture in its entirety is being understood. Play, then, is not just 

an individual activity but can be seen as part of a larger interaction between groups and even 

in our socio-cultural context. 

2.3.1.2 Self-determination theory 
Self-determination theory is the most commonly used theory to explain the benefit and 

mechanisms of gamification (Mekler, 2015; Rapp et al, 2019; van Roy et al., 2019) and has 

roots in behaviourism and social cognitive theory (Bjering et al., 2015). While classic 

behaviourists such as Skinner (1978) and Pavlov (Pavlov & Anrep, 2003) proposed that 

humans and animals react in predictable ways to extrinsic rewards and punishment, social 

cognitive theorists argue that motivation can also be intrinsic, done for its own sake 

(Durrheim, 1997). Influential social psychologists Deci and Ryan assert that humans have a 

strong internal desire for growth and that this is expressed through the need for competence, 

autonomy and relatedness (Deci & Ryan, 2000a). These contentions form the tenets of Deci’s 

and Ryan’s Self-Determination Theory (SDT). Autonomy is the player’s level of choice and 

free will, competence is the skills required and gained, and relatedness is the feeling of 

connectedness with others (Deci & Ryan 2000a). Huizinga’s (1950) concept of voluntary play 

is mirrored in SDT’s notion of autonomy, and other studies have also demonstrated the strong 

need for humans and animals to have control and choice. SDT states that sustained 
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engagement occurs when these three needs are fulfilled. They are more likely to be met when 

the goals created are intrinsic and sought for their own sake, rather than when they are 

extrinsic and sought as a means to an end. Individual variance exists in how these needs are 

fulfilled and perceived, potentially determined by the individual’s locus of control (Mekler, 

Brühlmann, Tuch, & Opwis, 2017). Deci & Ryan (2000a) emphasised the importance of 

social context in motivation as catalysing both within- and between-person differences in 

motivation and argued that social-contextual activities such as feedback, communications and 

rewards can promote feelings of autonomy, competence and relatedness.  

Doshi & McGregor (2015) translated SDT for the professional context, describing three 

intrinsic motivational factors as play, purpose and potential and three extrinsic ones as social 

pressure, economic pressure and inertia. Based on their research on workplace performance, 

they stated that employees should feel that they are able to play and experiment (play), are 

working for a larger purpose or cause (purpose) and see how their activity contributes to their 

personal goals (potential). Employers should attempt to reduce extrinsic factors that can 

negatively influence motivation, including working out of social fear or aim to please (social 

pressure), working for money (economic pressure) or working out of habit and routine only 

(inertia). Doshi’s & McGregor’s work translates SDT into usefully simplified concepts and 

language for workplace professionals. 

Sailer et al. (2017) also extended SDT by providing a mapping of game mechanics to the SDT 

need they fulfil, so as to provide gamification designers with guidance of how to employ this 

theory in practice. They suggested that the need for competence has to be activated through 

points, badges and leaderboards, because these provide granular, visual and sustained 

feedback of player actions. Autonomy can be experienced through decision, freedom of tasks 

and task meaningfulness, for example through use of avatars and story, to provide purpose. 

Relatedness can be affected by a narrative frame, game characters, teams and shared goals.  

SDT has become a cornerstone macro theory of motivation and is a core approach for 

gamification design, as it provides a practical lens through which to design for motivation and 

engagement (Hassan, 2017).  
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2.3.1.3 Autotelic flow 
Csikszentmihalyi’s concept of autotelic flow is another foundational theory of motivation and 

engagement for gamification designers (Hektner & Csikszentmihalyi, 1996). This concept 

posits that individuals achieve a ‘flow’ mental state when there is a matching between the 

player’s competence and the challenge of the activity. In this state, users are completely 

immersed in the activity, to the point where they can lose track of time and physical needs 

such as food and even sleep. This principle is well utilised in games, where players are guided 

and on-boarded into the game when they begin and then gradually gain competence as they 

aim for levels in the game (Swacha & Itterman, 2017). Each level becomes increasingly more 

difficult and provides a new challenge for the players as they become more skilled and 

competent at the game. Users do not achieve the flow state if there is a mismatch in their 

skills and the challenge of the activity (Morschheuser et al, 2018). If the challenge is not great 

enough, the user will become bored and disinterested, and if the challenge is too great, the 

player will become frustrated and disengaged.  

Hektner & Csikszentmihalyi (1996) described ten characteristics of a flow state: 1) the 

individual is very focussed on the task; 2) the individual is working towards a specific, clear 

and achievable goal; 3) the individual receives constant feedback through a stream of 

information; 4) the individual has control over his/her actions; 5) the individual experiences a 

distortion of time; 6) the individual’s sense of self does not feel threatened and is relaxed; 7) 

the flow state is idiosyncratic and is triggered by different activities for different individuals; 

8) the flow state exists cross-culturally; 9) the flow state is pleasurable; 10) the pre-frontal 

cortex of the individual is involved. Flow state seems to meet several human needs, such as 

the need for play, autonomy, competence and more. While flow state is experienced through 

all manner of activities and people, such as artists, designers, scientists, athletes and more 

(Abuhamdeh & Csikszentmihalyi, 2012), it is an important aim of game design. Flow state 

explains the focussed attention of game players, especially of video game players.  

Csikszentmihalyi’s flow state shares similarities with Huizinga’s notion of play and Deci’s 

and Ryan’s SDT in that it describes a positive mental state that is characterised by autonomy, 

self-determination and activity. This commonality may explain why these notions are often 

used in gamification research and design. 
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2.3.1.4 Bartle’s player types  
Similar to the notions of play, flow and self-determination, Bartle’s identification of four 

player types constitutes a key model used in gamification design. Different players achieve 

the state of flow under different conditions and for different intrinsic motivations. This is the 

notion of player types, or classifications of how players tend to interact with their game 

world. The most well-known classification is the Bartle Test, which classifies players into 

four main types based on their motivation and predilections (Kim, 2015). Bartle pioneered 

player-centric design in the 1990s by being the first to introduce the concept of designing for 

diverse user types and to develop a tool to measure gamer psychology (Roberts, 2016). His 

four types are classified as Killers, Achievers, Explorers and Socialisers. Killers are players 

who enjoy competition with others, such as fighting and direct competition where they can 

beat another player or team; Achievers enjoy attaining challenging goals and receiving 

concrete rewards such as points and status; Explorers prefer to discover the virtual world and 

the game itself, seeking to understand the intricacies of the game, hidden areas or unknown 

glitches; and Socialisers care predominantly about the relationship with others more than the 

game itself, enjoying the community aspect of the game (Roberts, 2016; Swacha & Itterman, 

2017). While there is some debate about the generalisability of Bartle’s four player types to 

different games and gamification (Dixon, 2011), the concept of understanding and designing 

for different player types is critical to all game and gamification design and Bartle’s player 

type concept continues to be used by gamification designers.  

2.3.1.5 Goal setting theory  

A final theory of motivation worth noting is goal-setting theory. Originally developed by 

Locke (1991), it seeks to explain why individuals achieve higher performance when they 

strive towards a goal. It states that goals provide a way to measure performance and directs 

self-regulation of behaviour to reduce the discrepancy between the performance and the goal. 

The effect of goal setting has been consistently demonstrated across a range of outcomes 

(Landers, 2017). 

Gamification researchers are beginning to use goal-setting theory as a theoretical framework 

for gamification design (Hamari, 2015; Tondello, Premsukh, & Nacke, 2018). When applied 

to gamification, game mechanics such as leaderboards may function as an implicit form of 

goal setting by providing a way to track progress towards a goal that can produce self-
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regulation of performance (Koiviso and Hamari, 2019). Landers (2017) suggested that some 

game mechanics may provide functional motivational affordance, such as badges, where users 

set themselves the goal of achieving a particular badge as a milestone of achievement or 

progress bars as a mechanism for direct feedback. Like autotelic flow, a relationship exists 

between the object of an action and the intensity or difficulty of achieving it. Studies have 

shown that difficult goals lead to higher performance, provided individuals have the 

commitment and ability to perform the task (Tondello et al., 2018). 

Tondello et al. (2018) described the manifestation of goal setting in gamification through the 

provision of clear goals that focus user attention, the encouragement of progression to 

mastery, the enhancement of self-efficacy, the provision of feedback and the facilitation of 

goal commitment. Goal-setting theory may indeed be a useful theory in workplace 

gamification, as it can be used to direct and reward employee effort towards focal 

organisational tasks (Landers, 2017). Cardador et al. (2017) supported this view, stating that 

workplaces often do not provide enough sense of progression for employees and that game 

mechanics are well-placed to fill this gap by providing more regular feedback about goal 

accomplishment. Hassan et al. (2019) also found that feedback is key to user engagement, and 

they encourage gamification designers to include both social and informational feedback to 

users in their designs.  

2.3.1.6 Engagement through games 
The long history of game-like experiences and the ubiquity of play across cultures and 

societies illustrate the inseparability of play and human nature (Hamayon, 2012; Koivisto and 

Hamari, 2019). Theories of play and motivation give theoretical weight to why games engage 

so well and change behaviour. From the voluntary act of playing to the need for autonomy, 

competence and relatedness to different conditions under which individuals experience flow 

and regulate their behaviour, there are multiple lenses through which to view game-like 

experiences to increase engagement.  

Players are highly motivated and cognitively engaged and aroused during gameplay (Spence 

& Feng, 2010). Game designers use mechanics and dynamics to hook the players and 

encourage them to play longer and more often (Spence & Feng, 2010), including levels of 

difficulty suited to the players’ competence and a narrative or story line that creates meaning. 

Games can be described as well-executed schedules of reinforcement built around a set of 
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tasks (Waddington, 2015). Simulations and games allow players to discover and be active 

inquirers, in contrast to the passive consumption of work or learning activities. Research on 

reward mechanisms and dopamine release during video game play has shown that there is a 

relationship between enjoyment and the player’s need for autonomy, competence and 

relatedness (Deci & Ryan, 1985; Deci & Ryan, 2000). Successful games maximise player 

autonomy to set goals, meet challenges and control player approach and actions. Video 

games, and in particular the Massive Multi-player Online Role-playing Games (MMORPGs), 

require the player to employ and develop cognitive, physical and social skills (Spence & 

Feng, 2010). These include problem-solving, role-playing, strategic planning, visuomotor 

coordination and collaboration and coordination with others (Spence & Feng, 2010). Video 

games in particular require players to perform multiple activities simultaneously, such as 

perceptual, cognitive, social and motor. Several studies have shown that playing video games 

can enhance certain parts of brain function (Spence & Feng, 2010), elicit feelings of fun and 

satisfaction and foster support and teamwork among gaming peers (Wong & Lam, 2016).  

Gee (2005) viewed games as ‘embodied empathy for a complex system’ (page 3), because 

players enter a game world as a complex system. He described games as action-and-goal-

directed preparations for, and simulations of, embodied experience, as they allow language to 

be put into the context of dialogue, experience, images and actions. Taking this notion of 

satisfying human needs through game mechanics further, Gee (2005) proposed that humans 

think and understand best when they can imagine and simulate experience, viewing the 

human mind as a simulator that prepares the individual for action aimed at accomplishing a 

goal. Gee viewed immersive and multi-player video games as a natural tool for learning, 

because they provide mechanisms for effective thinking. Through affordances such as 

exploring, the learning of rules and accomplishing of tasks are mediated through goal-

orientated action between the player and the world. It is in this vein of merging the ‘real’ 

physical world with a ‘game’ world that gamification has become increasingly popular in the 

last few years. This view is supported by Rapp (2017), who described games as shortening the 

distances between the play world and ordinary world by merging fun and serious goals. Gee’s 

and Rapp’s views that games are closely connected with the real world are in line with the 

arguments against Huizinga’s magic circle (1950) described in Section 2.3.1.1. 
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These studies show that gameplay creates engagement and immersion due to the cognitive, 

social and sometimes physical skills needed to play and win the game. In addition, gameplay 

may have beneficial cognitive and social effects for the player. Having provided the history of 

game-like experiences and the psychological theories underpinning game design as a 

foundation, this thesis will now focus on gamification and its use in the workplace context.  

2.3 Workplace gamification  

2.3.1 Introduction to gamification  
Gamification, the use of game mechanics in non-game contexts (Deterding et al., 2011), is 

being increasingly used in educational, enterprise and commercial settings. A common need 

that gamification promises to fulfil is that of user engagement, which can lead to profitable 

outcomes when used for customers and employees (Paharia, 2013; Zichermann & 

Cunningham, 2011). There are copious examples of gamification’s application, including in 

education, health and fitness (Rambo, 2011; Kuo, 2015), travel and tourism (Lee, 2019; Liu, 

Wang, Huang, & Tang, 2019; Minear, Deterding, & Devlin, 2016), environmental 

sustainability (Morford, Witts, Killingsworth & Alavosius, 2014), learning to drive (Fitz-

Walter & Scott-Parker, 2016), questionnaires and surveys (Harms, Biegler, Wimmer, Kappel, 

& Grechenig, 2015), public services (Hassan, 2017; Harviainen & Hassan, 2019), social 

impact situations (Werbach & Hunter, 2012), nurse hygiene training and practice (Marques et 

al., 2017), learning language (Howard, Staples, Dubreil, & Yamagata‐Lynch, 2016), sales 

performance (Yussuf, Oladimeji, Ahmodu, & Adeniyi, 2019), and workplaces (Raftopolous, 

Walz, & Greuter, 2015). Gamification is quickly becoming an established industry practice, 

with the global gamification market valued at USD 2.17 billion in 2017 and estimated to 

reach almost USD 20 billion by 2023 (Xi & Hamari  2019). This is also illustrated by the 

increasing number of companies offering gamification services, which has steadily risen in 

recent years (Sripada, Reddy, & Khandelwal, 2016). 

Gamification is most simply defined as the application of game mechanics to non-game 

contexts (Deterding et al., 2011) to reward and incentivise the behaviour of consumers, 

employees and students (Kim, 2013). While games can be defined as rule-based play 

(Deterding, 2015), gamification blurs the lines between the real and the game world. 

Gamification consists of ‘building blocks’ known as game mechanics, which are used to 

engage and motivate real-world behaviours through a playful experience (Deterding et al., 
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2011; Werbach & Hunter, 2012). These game components can include points, badges, 

leaderboards (Hamari, 2015), performance graphs, avatars, teammates, story and narrative 

(Sailer et al 2017), levels, challenges, quests, collectible artefacts (Barata, 2017), rewards, 

rankings, challenges, progress evaluations and more (Koivisto & Hamari, 2014; 

(Morschheuser, Hassan, Werder, Hamari, 2018).  

The increased popularity of gamification is commensurate with the increased popularity of 

games and play in broader society, which has been dubbed the ‘ludification of culture’ 

(Deterding, 2014; Mäyrä, 2015; Walz & Deterding, 2015). While the concept of gamification 

began to emerge over a decade ago (Gee, 2005; Deterding et al., 2011; Koivisto & Hamari, 

2014), it is only in recent years that gamification has proliferated in application and empirical 

evidence has emerged to support its effectiveness (O’Donnell et al., 2017). In a meta-review, 

Hamari (2014) examined 24 studies that investigated gamification’s effectiveness and found 

that a majority of them demonstrated positive results, though this was partly complicated by 

the varying definitions of gamification being used, the variety of forms of the gamification 

experience and the descriptive and anecdotal nature of the studies. Similarly, Lieberoth et al. 

(2018) found that about half of empirical studies showed positive subjective or behavioural 

effect, but that these results were confounded by a variety of factors. One such factor is the 

multi-disciplinary nature of gamification research and design, which includes human-

computer interface, education, management, economics, computer science and design 

(O’Donnell et al., 2017).  

These confounded and mixed results have led to scepticism about gamification’s 

effectiveness. In fact, gamification is thought to have traversed the “trough of 

disillusionment” of the hype cycle, a model developed by American research and information 

technology firm Gartner to describe phases of adoption of new technologies (Gartner, 2013). 

This trough is characterised by inflated expectations and high failure rate, and some 

gamification researchers suggest that gamification entered this phase in approximately 2012 

and that gamification as a field is now maturing as it finds durable mainstream adoption 

(Ferrara, 2013; Koch, Butz, & Schlichter, 2014).  

Rapp et al. (2019) suggest that gamification is currently undergoing a deep transformation as 

the field matures. One aspect of this transformation is moving from the investigation of 

simple game mechanics on behaviour to the contextual factors and social environment 
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surrounding individuals who engage in a gamified experience. Achieving this requires a 

bridging of the gap between of gamification theory and practice, so that frameworks are not 

developed in a vacuum (Morschheuser, Hassan, Werder, Hamari, 2018). In a meta-analysis of 

819 studies, Koivisto and Hamari (2019) found that while many results show positive findings 

about the effectiveness of gamification, gamification research still lacks coherence of research 

models and theoretical foundations. They provide a future research agenda for gamification 

studies, several of which this thesis contributes to. The key theoretical agenda item this thesis 

contributes to is “3) Future gamification research should incorporate the contexts in which 

the gamification is deployed and investigated more strongly into research models”. This 

thesis does this by using the Cultural-Historical Activity Theory framework to connect theory 

with practice and consider the user’s context as part of the gamification experience being 

design.  

Having briefly introduced gamification, this chapter will now provide an overview of the 

history of game-like experiences and describe key psychological theories. Current 

applications of gamification will be provided and gamification in the workplace will be 

discussed. 

2.3.2 Gamification in the workplace 
Gamification can be applied to a vast number of aspects of life, ranging from household 

chores (Bjering, Høiseth, & Alsos, 2015), learning to drive (Fitz-Walter & Scott-Parker, 

2016), as a therapy tool for mental disorders (Fernández-Aranda et al., 2012) to social impact 

situations (Werbach & Hunter, 2012). While the field is still evolving, gamification for the 

workplace is becoming increasingly studied and practiced due to its potential to increase 

employee engagement and thereby organisational performance (Shinkle 2012; Mahajan, 

2014; Hassan, 2017). 

As the benefits of gamification are being observed in other contexts, it is becoming 

increasingly popular as an enterprise solution for staff engagement and performance. Just as 

technology advancements have changed the nature of gaming, so they are changing the nature 

of work. The pervasiveness of web-based technologies is changing how organisations 

communicate, work, share and track data, which enables them to change their traditional 

approaches to more engaging game-like experiences for their employees (Robson, Plangger, 

Kietzmann, McCarthy, & Pitt, 2015). A key proposition of using gamification in the 
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workplace is its promise to produce immediate gains in employee productivity (Raftopolous, 

2014) as well as subsequent effects on profitability (Paharia, 2013). Landers (2017) suggested 

that workplace gamification can be effective because it directs and rewards employee 

attention to organisational outcomes through a form of goal setting. In a multi-national market 

research report, McAfee (2018) stated that 96 % of companies using gamification observed 

benefits including raised awareness in staff, improved team culture and increased job 

satisfaction. They even suggested that gamers may be a source for future employees, given 

their skills in problem solving, persistence and logic.  

Creating engagement in employees has been a focus of management for decades (Amabile, 

1994), and the use of rewards and punishments to motivate workers has historically relied on 

monetary incentives (Raftopolous, 2014). The work of Teresa Amabile in particular 

demonstrates the importance of intrinsically motivated individuals and the flow-on effects to 

creativity and organisational performance (Amabile, 1994, 1997, 2012). When creating 

workplaces that foster intrinsic motivation and creativity, Amabile found that the social 

environment in organisations can impact creativity and performance (Amabile, 1997), with 

key factors being: 

• Organisational encouragement – the organisational culture, reward and recognition, 

mechanisms for work, and a shared vision or goal; 

• Supervisory encouragement – managers setting goals appropriately and supporting 

work, valuing individual contributions, and showing confidence in the team or work 

group; 

• Team support – diversity of skills, good communication, openness to new ideas, 

constructive challenging of ideas and robust discussion, interpersonal trust, and 

commitment to the work goal or objective;  

• Sufficient resources – access to fund, materials, facilities and information;  

• Challenging working – a sense of having to work hard on challenging and important 

tasks and projects; 
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• Freedom – individual choice on what or how to perform the work, and a sense of 

control over one’s work.  

Amabile’s more recent work (2012) further developed this thinking by hypothesising two 

additional supervisory behaviours that influence creative performance. A hypothesised 

decrease in motivation if the supervisor or manager closely monitors performance, likely due 

to the increased extrinsic punishment, and an increase in motivation if developmental 

feedback is provided.  Amabile’s work suggests that performance is a complex interaction 

between intrapersonal and interpersonal factors at the team level.  

With the increased pressure on organisations to perform and provide productive 

organisational climates, enterprises are seeking new tools and approaches to engage and 

reward performance (Paharia, 2013; Raftopolous et al., 2015; Törhönen et al., 2019). 

Gamification is one such approach that promises to translate the engaging aspects of games 

into other areas of life, including the workplace (Deterding, 2018). There is a ‘rich history of 

games intersecting with management’ (Deterding, 2018) that includes business simulation 

games, role-play as leadership training, serious games and innovation and design games as 

well as serious games for advertising, training and recruitment (Hamari, 2015). While still 

emerging as a field (Koch et al., 2014), gamification is receiving much attention in modern 

workplace management due to its potential to significantly increase employee engagement 

and achieve business outcomes (Buckley & Doyle, 2015; Gibson et al., 2015). This includes 

recruitment (Küpper, Klein, & Völckner, 2019), induction, training and development, 

productivity (Mingram, 2017; Sripada et al., 2016) and workplace culture (Deterding, 2018). 

Improvements in technology and increasingly normative web-based work and life in the last 

two decades has allowed for gamification to flourish by providing a tracking mechanism, 

which is particularly prevalent in the self-optimisation sphere including fitness, health and 

goal achievement (Deterding, 2018).  

Deterding (2018) described workplace gamification as being informed by one of two 

contradicting framings or rhetorics, an economics-based view of the design of choice 

architecture for rational actors in which games dispense information and incentive, and a 

humanistic design that views employees as growth-orientated, in which games provide 

positive and meaningful experiences. He viewed the former rhetoric as more easily adopted 

into management thinking but the latter as holding transformative potential for workplaces. 
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Games are inherently designed to provide positive experiences and can therefore offer 

management a way to add positive experiences for their employees to drive organisational 

goals. The aim of the gamification design process, if taking the humanistic stance, is then to 

create such an experience in the complexity of the workplace. The challenge is that 

gamification design is an open and sometimes unpredictable process (Deterding, 2018) and 

that each workplace is unique. I share this view of the second rhetoric, that gamification 

should be used for the enhancement of user experience and wellbeing in the context of the 

workplace and organisational goals. However, as Deterding pointed out, whether the 

gamification design is based in either the economistic or the humanistic approach might, and 

potentially should, vary depending on the organisation and its unique context.  

In line with Deterding’s humanistic and transformative vision for gamification, the question 

becomes how designers can create such engaging experiences in the workplace and also how 

these can be measured. Bonometti et al. (2019) defined engagement in game-like experiences 

as a ‘multi-phasic process arising from the continuous interaction between the user and the 

game’, whereas disengagement is the moment a user makes an active decision to stop 

interacting with the game due to external factors or the lack of a rewarding experience. 

Nicholson (2014) provided a more useful view of ‘meaningful gamification’, being an 

instrument to enhance meaningfulness of an activity by building a user’s intrinsic motivation 

through game mechanics. This echoes Deci’s and Ryan’s SDT and need for people to find 

personal relevance in their activity, through optimising autonomy, competence and 

relatedness.  

The question then becomes how to design for engaging workplace environments through 

gamification. This question is starting to be investigated by researchers such as Deterding 

(2014, 2018), Raftopolous (2015, 2016, 2017), and Tondello (2018), who suggested that 

workplaces should ensure that tasks are meaningful and must give employees responsibility 

and autonomy in carrying out the task and that feedback needs to occur. Workplace 

gamification can provide employees with more timely access to performance information 

through game mechanics as well as an enjoyable playful or game-like experience at work. 

Cardador et al. (2017) described workplace gamification as engaging through an 

informational and an affective pathway. Informational pathway game mechanics, such as 

points, badges and leaderboards, can provide an easier way for employees to assess their 
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performance as compared with that of others, providing instantaneous feedback about their 

performance. In contrast, affective pathway mechanics include framing work through play 

that can lead to engagement and positive emotion. The dual pathways can be seen as 

reflecting SDT’s intrinsic and extrinsic motivation duality. But rather than viewing one as 

constructive and the other as destructive, the categorisation of Cardardor et al. (2017) 

encourages gamification designers to consider both when creating workplace gamification 

experiences. Similarly, gamification theories and processes need to extend past the dichotomy 

of extrinsic and intrinsic motivation and move to a perspective of the social and systemic 

environment in which motivation occurs (Hamari et al., 2014).  

The social and systemic nature of workplaces and the ways how gamification can be designed 

therein is the focus of the next chapter. Before exploring this theoretical position further, 

however, it is pertinent to provide a few examples of current workplace gamification and an 

overview of common criticisms. The next section provides several examples of workplace 

gamification, followed by key criticisms and concerns for this emerging field.  

2.3.2.1 Examples of workplace gamification 

An example of using gamification in the workplace is the multi-national consultancy KPMG 

(Gossan, 2018), which uses gamification to improve their employees’ understanding of the 

organisation’s service capabilities. Called GlobeRunner, a playful browser-based interface 

presents a narrative of a race around the world, and players answer questions about the firm’s 

capabilities. Correct answers are rewarded with points, which move the player’s avatar 

forward in the race. The normal gameplay mode is single-player and an optional tournament 

mode that allows teams to compete with one another is available as well. As players progress 

in the game, they unlock new locations and missions and gain ranking on a global 

leaderboard. The game was developed in Australia and then expanded to KPMG offices in 29 

other countries (Gossan, 2018). After 12 months of using the gamified experience in 30 

countries, KPMG found a 24 % improvement in overall awareness in the firm’s capabilities 

and the majority of players stating that they feel more comfortable connecting with clients, 

have a more positive impression of KPMG as a workplace and had fun playing the game. 

From an organisational perspective, KPMG was perceived as an innovative employer, was 

able to collect valuable data about the knowledge of their staff and increase awareness of their 
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staff about the organisation’s services offerings, which may lead to increased sales (Gossan, 

2018).  

The KPMG GlobeRunner gamification focussed on content learning, but gamification in the 

workplace can also be applied to behaviour. A study by the Xero Research Centre Europe 

(Colombino, Castelani, Grasso, & Willamowski, 2012) developed Agentville, a gamified 

experience for call centre agents. Focussed on empowering agents to self-monitor their 

performance, Agentville provides clear and shared objectives through direct access to metrics 

such as call number, duration and quality. Supervisors can identify high-performing agents 

and teams and create challenges for teams based on performance and the organisational goals 

of the centre. Gamification in this context helps to close the agent-supervisor feedback loop 

through real-time access of performance metrics, and it does so without providing an 

additional monetary incentive system or punitive compensation mechanisms.  

Another high-profile company using workplace gamification is Salesforce.com, a software 

company offering cloud-based sales platforms (Paharia, 2013). Gamification consultancy 

Bunchball developed a gamification plugin called Nitro for Salesforce, which rewards 

meeting sales goals, closing deals, following processes and inputting high-quality data 

through points, levels and missions. A dashboard shows points earned and missions 

completed, which allows users to identify other users to ask for help and creates a level of 

competition (Augustin, Thiebes, Lins, Linden, & Basten, 2016). Nitro for Salesforce relies 

heavily on technology through its integration with the Salesforce.com platform (Cardador, 

2017).  

A study by Gerdenitsch, Sellitsch, Besser, Burger, Stegmann, Tscheligi, and Kriglstein (2020) 

investigated employee productivity through the mobile gamification app Habitica. 114 players 

participated for 2 weeks and the sample was divided evenly between individuals with and 

without leadership responsibilities. Participants used gamification for a range of behaviours 

and tasks, including self-monitoring, self-organsiation, reminders, and work-related health 

practices. The qualitative self-report survey findings showed positive effects on work 

enjoyment and productivity when gamification is used by both team members and team 

leaders.  
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Gamification is being used in a variety of workplaces types including manufacturing. Liu, 

Huang and Zhang (2017) developed a gamification experience for machine operators. Using a 

mobile app, players competed by completing ten typical machine operating tasks that awarded 

points based on time spent on each task. Players in the top 30th percentile were awarded 

additional rewards and badges. Players received visual real-time feedback throughout 

gameplay. The results showed significantly increased participants’ job motivation, job 

satisfaction, and operational performance. 

Similarly, Passalacqua, Leger, Nacke, Fredette, Labonte-Lemoyne, Lin, Caprioli, and Senecal 

(2020) demonstrated the benefits of gamification in a warehouse setting where manual labour 

tasks of picking and moving warehouse items directly links to organisational performance. 

The researchers used the game mechanics of goal setting and feedback as part of the 

warehouse management system. The study used a three-condition experiment style to 

investigate the impacts on gamification on employee engagement, with 21 participants. The 

conditions where 1) no gamification, 2) self-set goals and feedback and 3) assigned goals and 

feedback. Their analysis found that gamification successfully increased employee 

engagement. When comparing the conditions, they showed that a gamified experience led to 

higher performance and higher cognitive and emotional engagement when compared with the 

no gamification condition. In addition, the self-set goals lead to higher cognitive and 

emotional engagement when compared with the assigned goal condition.  

Other examples of workplace gamification include recruitment, onboarding and training and 

performance management and career development (Herger, 2014). In essence, workplace 

gamification is about framing workplace activities and behaviours through the metaphors, 

language and features of games and using these features to direct and energise employee 

behaviour. Cardardor et al. (2017) suggested that, while displaying information to direct 

employee performance is not new, using gamification to do so is new because of its playful 

nature in providing real-time access to performance information and in doing so making the 

work more intrinsically motivating. 

Reflecting on the examples and research on workplace gamification to date, it can be seen that 

gamification applications take a large variety of forms and that the application of game 

mechanics to each unique context and problem means a lack of uniformity in the 

employee/player experience. While this may be appropriate and positive for the end users, it 
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provides researchers with a great challenge in analysing the results and inferring principles or 

enhancements to theoretical frameworks.  

The results of the gamification studies to date are promising, but mixed (Hamari et al, 2014; 

Rapp et al, 2019). The positive results are encouraging yet the number of mixed results indicate 

that more work is needed to mature and transform the field of gamification (Koivisto and 

Hamari, 2019). The mixed results may be due, in part, due to the inconsistent use of game 

mechanics.  Examining the current applications of gamification, particularly in the workplace, 

makes it evident that certain game mechanics are used frequently in the gamification design. 

Raftopolous et al. (2015) found that the dominant form of gameplay in organisations consists 

of collecting points and badges and building position or reputation on a leaderboard, with about 

half of the examples in her study relying heavily on these mechanics. The use of currency, 

rewards, missions and quests is also common, with approximately one-third of examples using 

these mechanics. Raftopolous (2014) suggested that this reliance on simple mechanics is an 

indication of the nascence of workplace gamification and that effective workplace gamification 

requires more than adding a game layer to a workplace activity, but that it should introduce 

systemic changes to how work is designed and managed. 

While gamification is being increasingly used as an approach to increase engagement and 

change behaviour in workplaces, more work is needed (Conway, 2014; Hamari, 2015; Plester 

& Hutchison, 2016; Koivisto and Hamari, 2019)). Lieberoth et al. (2018) supposed that there 

is little doubt that gamification can work but that empirical studies remain largely subjective 

in nature and are not using active controls to demonstrate effect. They conceded that part of 

the difficulty in empirically demonstrating gamification’s effectiveness in the workplace is 

due to the many variables and externalities in the context.  

Koivisto and Hamari (2019) present a detailed list of 15 items to be addressed by gamification 

research, based on their comprehensive review. These items are classified into a thematic, 

theoretical and methodological agenda, which is summarised below.  

Thematic agenda, future gamification research should: 

• seek to explore the possibilities of cooperative and collective gamification approaches; 
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• seek to diversify the use of gameful affordances, and concurrently develop an 

understanding of what constitutes and creates gameful experiences;  

• seek to widen its thematic perspective with respect to the domains which are being 

investigated; 

• seek to explore the potential negative, adverse or non-preferable effects of 

gamification and how to mitigate them; 

• consider gamification not only as an innovation of human-computer interaction or 

information system, but also as organizational and individual practices reminiscent of 

those which may be observed in games. 

Theoretical agenda, future gamification research should: 

• pay more attention to the pre-determinants/requirements of gamification success 

instead of only the effectiveness of gamification for those users who have already 

chosen to adopt it; 

• take into account the role of the user, their goals (within the information system), and 

their individual attributes; 

• incorporate the contexts in which the gamification is deployed and investigate more 

strongly into research models; 

• pay more attention to the different types of feedback, which kinds of gamification 

affordances are best equipped to deliver them, and the effect that the feedback has on 

system users; 

• make an acknowledgement of the dynamic, cyclical nature of gamification. 

 
Methodological agenda, future gamification research should: 
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• aim for consistency in measurement instruments and research models, as well as 

developing the depth of analyses to go beyond a mere description of data; 

• increasingly employ controlled experimental research methods, in order to gain 

knowledge on the actual effects of gamification; 

• seek to control for the effects of the individual affordances used in a given 

gamification implementation. In addition, when investigating the effects of the 

affordances, the contextual characteristics of the setting should also be taken into 

account 

• the sample sizes of studies should be large enough to increase methodological rigor, as 

well as to amplify the transferability and explanatory power of the results. 

Furthermore, the time spans of studies should be long enough to enable novelty effects 

in the data to be minimized. 

• attention should be paid to clear and comprehensive reporting of research 

 
This list is long and ambitious, yet it provides usefully aspirational guidance for future 

gamification researchers. While the list calls for increasingly empirical research in the form of 

controlled experiments and large sample sizes, what is also missing from gamification studies 

to date is rich, detailed descriptive data that captures the nuances of each context. This lack of 

qualitative data may actually hold the key to understanding the mixed results by providing 

insight into one or several contextual factors currently not being identified nor their importance 

recognised. Given the complexity of gamification in the workplace and the myriad individual 

factors, team dynamics, and organisational climates that exist, using rich descriptive 

methodology is necessary and important to uncover the various open questions in the field of 

gamification.  

This thesis aims to address some of these gaps by bringing to light the contextual variables that 

influence the effectiveness of gamification in the workplace. This thesis particularly addresses 

the third theoretical agenda point put forward by Koivisto and Hamari (2019) by "incorporating 

the contexts in which the gamification is deployed and investigated more strongly into research 

models”.  
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The following section dives further into the specific criticisms and challenges in gamification, 

and the final section of this chapter discusses the need for a theory-based approach to workplace 

gamification design.   

2.4 Challenges and criticisms of gamification  

Despite the current attention, gamification is not yet fully understood, and as such it is not 

surprising that gamification has received criticisms and calls for specific areas of research 

focus (Koivisto and Hamari, 2019). Trang et al. (2019) criticise current gamification literature 

as being Panglossian and short-sighted by avoiding the ‘dark side’ of gamification and 

overstating the benefits (Raftopolous, 2016). Key criticisms will therefore be reviewed here, 

with a view to informing the study and gamification process being developed as part of this 

thesis.   

2.4.1 Lack of common definitions and processes 
As an emerging field, there is understandably a lot of debate from academic researchers and 

designers in the industry. A common topic of debate concerns the definition of gamification 

itself. While the term is widely accepted and used (Deterding et al., 2011; Kalinauskas, 2014; 

Morford, Witts, Killingsworth, & Alavosius, 2014), some take the stance that the term 

‘gamification’ is interchangeable with ‘game’ (Robertson, 2010), and others propose that 

‘gamification’ is an umbrella term that also covers simulations and other game-like 

experiences (Raftopolous et al., 2015). The root of the debate lies in what constitutes 

gamification and what does not, for example whether simply adding mechanics like points 

and badges is ‘gamification’ or should instead be called ‘pointsification’ (Hung, 2017). Others 

still simply do not use the term, such as McGonigal (2005, 2011), despite the fact that she is 

viewed as a key figure in the gamification movement. Vocal critic of gamification Ian Bogost 

argued that gamification is simply game design with undeserved hype (Bogost, 2011), and 

well-known game designer Jesse Shell agreed that the current simplified and ‘tacky’ 

gamification designs are a fad, but he acknowledged that designing experiences and business 

processes to be more engaging and motivation is a long-term trend (Schell, 2008). 

The debate over definitions extends to the theoretical frameworks on which gamification is 

based, with critics declaring that gamification is not solidly based on psychological or 

theoretical foundations. This includes models and processes for gamification practitioners as 
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well as organisations seeking to make strategic decisions about gamification project 

investment (Raftopolous, 2016). While these criticisms are valid in their observation, they do 

not negate gamification’s effectiveness or potential. Rather, they simply reflect the current 

level of maturity of the field both academically and in practice. The discourse on definitions 

and frameworks is important in order to advance the field, but it should be seen less as a fatal 

criticism and more as a challenge and stimulation to develop processes that assist in the 

understanding, design and measurement of gamification. Similarly, Koivisto and Hamari 

(2019) call for consistency in research models and measurement in order to provide better 

analysis and comparison.  

2.4.2 Oversimplification and crowding-out of intrinsic motivation 

One of the most important criticisms concerns the over-application of simple extrinsic 

mechanics such as points, badges and leaderboards, as this oversimplification can have 

serious consequences for motivation and behaviour. The danger this creates is that the player 

focusses on the achievement and consumption of external signifiers, such as more points or a 

new level, instead of the creation of a meaningful experience. This can result in the cessation 

of the behaviour when the extrinsic motivator is removed (Amabile, 1994, 1997), because 

these motivators can have a crowding-out effect on the intrinsic desires, leaving players 

without internal motivation to pursue the target behaviour and activity (Hamari, 2015). 

Conway (2014) dubbed this process ‘zombification’, because its application is typically 

focussed on behavioural modification rather than on creating activities of intrinsic value. 

Zombification and the dangers of crowding out intrinsic motivations seem to be amplified in 

the application of gamification to workplace settings, where the focus has often been on 

increasing sales and other ‘hard’ metrics. This emphasis on metrics may actually lead to 

disengagement because of the additional feelings of pressure from the quantification and 

visibility of individual performance (Conway, 2014). In such applications, the quest to 

improve on the chosen measure may lead to activity that is not in the best interests of the 

player or the workplace. This could result in, for example, the adoption of strategies that 

improve sales in the short term, while sullying the reputation of the business in the longer 

term. Benabou & Tirole (2006) suggested that the presence of the extrinsic incentives of the 

PBL triad (points, badges, leaderboards) spoils the reputation value of good deeds, because it 

creates doubt about the intention of the behaviour.  
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Similarly, Kirkpatrick (2015) warned of the dangers of gamification due to the ambivalent 

nature of human social interactions, particularly when targeted at the workforce. He 

bemoaned the changing paradigm of the workplace since the 1980s due to the emergence of 

video games, and he described gamification as “the new spirit of capitalism”. Rapp (2017) 

also criticised existing gamification applications as relying too much on the PBL triad and 

that adding these stand-alone mechanics into existing environments is simply adding a 

surface-level change. Bjering et al. (2015) quoted game designer Margaret Robertson 

summarising this criticism of over-use of PBL well: 

 “What we’re currently terming gamification is in fact the process of taking 

the thing that is least essential to games and representing it as the core of the 

experience. Points and badges have no closer a relationship to games than 

they do to websites and fitness apps and loyalty cards. ... They are the least 

important bit of a game, the bit that has the least to do with all of the rich 

cognitive, emotional and social drivers which gamifiers are intending to 

connect with.” (Margaret Robertson, page 7)  

It is even suggested that simplistic gamification design is in part to blame for failed 

gamification attempts and skepticism about the effectiveness of gamification (Pettey, 2012). I 

contend that an over-reliance on simple mechanics shows a lack of sophistication in the 

gamification design or designer, not the lack of gamification’s effectiveness. PBL mechanics 

are simple and easy to apply in that designers need only assign points to behaviours and show 

player’s scores on a leaderboard. Whether due to lack of time, scope limitations from the 

project sponsor or lack of experience or skill of the designer, PBL shows the most simplistic 

form of gamification and ignores the plethora of other game mechanics that could be used.  

This criticism should serve as a warning and consideration for gamification designers to 

ensure that the full suite of game mechanics is evaluated in the design process and that the 

mechanics chosen are based on what best suits the context, not what is the simplest to 

implement. For example, Landers et al. (2017) suggested that leaderboards should be targeted 

towards goals and that potential side effects be monitored once the gamification experience 

has been implemented. Through careful consideration of the mechanics used, gamification 

designers can and should ensure that their gamification experience balances mechanics to tap 

into both intrinsic and extrinsic motivations. Koivisto and Hamari’s (2019) stance to address 
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this is for researchers and designers to explore possibilities for more cooperative and 

collective gamification mechanics and to seek diversity of gameful affordances and feedback 

types provided to the players.  

2.4.3 Long-term effectiveness 
Another criticism of gamification is that it is only effective in the short term but causes no 

positive effect in the long term (Putz & Treiblmaier, 2019). This accusation likely stems from 

a response to studies demonstrating gamification’s effectiveness in short durations only and 

that this increase in engagement could be merely attributed to a novelty effect (van Roy et al., 

2019). Similarly, Cardador et al. (2017) found that gamification engagement tends to diminish 

over time once the novelty wears off, and they suggested that this is analogous to digital 

games, which tend to be played for only several months or until the game has been ‘played 

out’. Koivisto and Hamari (2019) support this view and suggest that gamification studies be 

implemented for time spans long enough to ensure that positive gamification results are not 

the result of novelty. This is listed as methodological agenda item number 4, out of 15 items 

to be addressed by researchers about the future of gamification research. The long-term 

effectiveness also relates to having sample sizes of sufficient size to increase methodological 

rigor, in order to demonstrate transferability and explanatory power of the results. The 

longevity criticism is to show that gamification is effective, even beyond the novelty effect. 

This criticism is valid, because further work is certainly required to determine whether 

gamification has any long-term effectiveness or whether it should only be used in the short 

and medium term. Without a common framework with which to measure gamification’s 

effectiveness, it may be difficult to evaluate why and when a gamification intervention fails. 

Failure could be the result of oversimplified mechanics, a lack of tailoring the experience to 

the context, a lack of agility to change with the organisation over time, a lack of 

organisational support and communication or a variety of other reasons. In order to prove that 

gamification cannot be used to create long-term change, these possible reasons for failure 

would need to be ruled out empirically.  

Hamari (2014) went further by suggesting that even if gamification does not produce positive 

long-term effects, removing it could in fact produce detrimental effects to users who are still 

engaged due to loss aversion. Hassan (2017) submitted that in order for gamification to affect 

lasting behaviour, it needs to focus on user motivation and value creation, thereby producing a 
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meaningful game-like experience. Like the over-use of PBL, the design of the gamification 

experience over time needs to be considered by gamification designers and form part of the 

design and evaluation process. Long-term effectiveness is certainly an important 

consideration for gamification researchers and practitioners.  

2.4.4 Manipulative and exploitative 

Gamification has been described as manipulative and issues around the ethics of gamification 

have been raised (Raftopolous, 2014; Hamari, 2015; Raftopolous et al., 2015; Rapp, 2017; 

Deterding, 2018). Bogost (2011) went as far as describing gamification as ‘exploitationware’ 

and asserting that it confuses the magical magnetism of games with simplistic compulsion and 

focus on extrinsic incentives.  Ferrara (2013) felt that gamification “implies an impoverished, 

cynical, and exploitative view of games as inherently frivolous and mostly useless”. These 

ardent statements demonstrate some of the reactions to the use of game-like experiences in 

non-game contexts such as workplaces. Perhaps this criticism is another dimension of the 

oversimplification criticism, because it typically focusses on extrinsic motivators and ignores 

intrinsic ones, leaving the experience feeling hollow and manipulative. Fundamentally, 

gamification is a persuasive technology that can shape behaviour like other technologies and 

forms of marketing and management can (Raftopolous, 2014; Trang & Weiger, 2019). It is 

therefore important, if not morally imperative, that gamification should be used with care to 

ensure a positive user experience that does not interfere with individual well-being or rights, 

for example by giving users a choice to engage and minimising negative consequences for 

users who do not engage.  

Just like other techniques in marketing and management, unfortunately gamification can be 

used to manipulate. An example of this is Sesame Credit, a social credit system being piloted 

in China to influence obedient citizens (Chong, 2019). Citizens are rated based on their 

purchases and social media activity, and their score is increased or decreased based on the 

Government’s judgement about the merits of their behaviour. Benefits of a high Sesame 

Credit score include being able to book hotels without a deposit and faster processing times 

for applications, but recent stories have emerged about citizens with low scores being 

prohibited from taking public transport or leaving the country (Fullerton, 2018). While 

Sesame Credit may be better defined as a social ranking system rather than gamification, it 
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nonetheless shows an extreme example of how game mechanics can be used to manipulate 

individuals and have potentially significant negative outcomes.  

When applying gamification to the workplace an additional criticism exists, namely that an 

implicit expectation to participate in the gamification may occur (Raftopolous, 2016). The 

danger exists that the gamification is biased towards benefits for the employer at the cost of 

the employee. In addition, some employees may not appreciate game-like practices in their 

workplace, viewing their work as distinct from play (Vesa et al., 2017). 

The ethics of gamification should be the first consideration in the decision of using 

gamification to solve a real-world problem, and it should be an ever-present consideration 

throughout the design and evaluation process.  

2.4.5 Potential for addiction 
Ironically, those that criticise gamification for being ineffective also warn of its potential for 

addiction when gamification is too effective (Bogost, 2011; Ferrara, 2013). Addiction is an 

important consideration in the gaming and gambling industry, and therefore it is a natural 

extension for gamification designers as well. Gaming is so popular and engaging that game 

addiction is a serious concern, which has increased in recent decades as a result of the 

availability of commercial online and home-gaming systems (Griffiths, Kuss, & King, 2012). 

MMORPGS in particular can be addictive, with players spending up to half a working week 

on games such as World of Warcraft (Rapp, 2017). Game addiction is characterised by 

negative impacts on physical and mental health as well as on social, academic and 

occupational functioning (Wong & Lam, 2016). The psychology and propensity towards 

gaming addiction, preventative measures and interventions are an important topic of debate 

for gamification designers. However, Zichermann and Cunningham (2011) and Werbach and 

Hunter (2012) dismissed this claim, arguing that gamification is about making existing tasks 

and behaviours more engaging, with full visibility to the player. The principle of ‘voluntary 

participant’ is one of the core tenets of gamification design, and this should be a thoughtful 

and deliberate process that consciously considers the behavioural ramifications of the 

mechanics and dynamics used (Zichermann & Cunningham, 2011).  

The ‘juiceness’ of digital platforms (Mekler, Brühlmann, Tuch, & Opwis, 2017), such as 

sounds, lights, animations and haptics, is part of what keeps players in a flow zone of absolute 
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concentration (Hektner & Csikszentmihalyi, 1996). Given that gamification is not a game and 

is often fully based on digitally rewarding behaviours that are conducted in the real world and 

involve interactions with other people, it follows that gamification has less potential to be 

addictive than video games. The question of addiction is related to the criticism of 

manipulation, and both should be considered thoughtfully throughout the gamification 

process.  

2.4.6 Difficulty in defining and measuring success 
Given the newness of the practice of gamification and the continued discourse about its 

definitions and frameworks, as well as the subjective nature of engagement, the challenge of 

measuring success is one that the field is contending with currently. Raftopolous (2016) 

suggested that success could be defined as gamification meeting its intended objectives, 

including motivating a range of users and achieving a quantifiable business goal, metric or 

return on investment. She also noted that gamification can be implemented experientially as a 

prototype and that success measurement for this early type of gamification experience will 

vary.  

Part of the difficulty in measuring gamification’s effectiveness lies in the subjective nature of 

engagement and enjoyment as well as in the complex natures of organisations (Raftopolous, 

2016, 2017). Perhaps the best way to measure success is to view gamification from several 

perspectives, including those of employees, managers or executives and business outcomes. 

This demonstrates the need for detailed descriptive methodological practices that allow for the 

consideration of various perspectives and contextual factors.  

2.4.7 Summary of challenges and criticisms  

The criticisms outlined here present an overview of challenges in the field of gamification, 

some which are important considerations and others a function of the newness of the field. It 

is clear that there are still numerous avenues of research to follow and areas of development 

around the design and uses of gamification. While many studies show that gamification can 

be effective (Hamari et al., 2014; Mekler et al., 2017), the results are muddled by the use of 

different definitions, concepts, frameworks and game mechanics. Sailer et al. (2017) 

suggested that psychological theories need to be used to provide theoretical grounding and 

that, rather than studying ‘gamification’ as a whole concept, various game mechanics used 

within a given context should be the focus of enquiry instead. These studies illustrate the need 
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to evaluate gamification from multiple perspectives. This can be achieved by measuring 

gamification’s success through a richly detailed and qualitative approach to implementation 

and evaluation.  

2.5 The need for a theory-based gamification design process 

Given these criticisms (Section 2.4), there is quite reasonably some scepticism about whether 

or not gamification can ‘live up to the hype’ (Hamari, 2013). In practice, gamification is just 

scratching the surface of the behaviours and contexts it can be applied to, and the body of 

empirical evidence of genuinely transformative engagement and activity occurring as a result 

is limited. While these criticisms are broadly valid, they do not necessarily show an inherent 

flaw in gamification but rather indicate a need for developing better models and processes. 

There is a need to develop gamification design processes that move beyond basic extrinsic 

mechanics such as points, badges and leaderboards (Songer & Miyata, 2014) and instead 

begin to design entire systems that are solidly based on the unique and local needs of the 

players in that particular activity system.  

To further the field of gamification, additional research is needed to more deeply understand 

how gamification can improve employee engagement. Of particular focus for workplace 

gamification is the need for a methodological process that can inform and support 

practitioners as they design in the varied and complex situational aspects of the workplace in 

question. A gamification design process that connects theory and practice is needed to provide 

gamification designers with the academic rigour and the practical guidance in designing, 

implementing and measuring a gamification experience in the workplace. Workplace 

gamification focussed on behaviour change at the individual and social level requires further 

frameworks due to the increased complexity of these contexts.  

Having laid the historical (Section 2.1), psychological (Section 2.2) and contextual (Sections 

2.3 and 2.4) grounds for gamification in this chapter, the upcoming chapter will investigate 

the approach to workplace gamification design and present a novel approach to creating 

meaningful engagement in the workplace through a systemic view of gamification. 
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Chapter 3:  
Designing meaningful gamification experiences in the workplace 

As established in Chapter 2, gamification taps into psychological needs for play, flow, social 

interaction and goal attainment and stems from a long history of games and game-like 

experiences. As the latest form of a game-like experience, gamification is receiving much 

attention due to its promise for engagement, particularly in workplaces for the purpose of 

employee engagement and organisational performance (Oberprieler & Leonard, 2015).  

This chapter explores a new theoretical framework with which to view workplace engagement 

(Section 3.1) by viewing workplaces as ecosystems (3.2). After introducing Cultural 

Historical Activity Theory (3.3), the benefits of a CHAT-based view on workplace 

gamification will be provided (3.4). The methodological basis of design-based research 

(DBR) for this thesis will be detailed (3.5), and a CHAT-DBR design process for workplace 

gamification will be provided (3.6). 

This process will form the basis for this thesis, which will be described in the subsequent 

chapter (Chapter 4). This thesis extends the current applications of CHAT in workplaces and 

introduces it to the field of gamification, by providing additional evidence of CHAT benefits 

as a practical research methodology and theoretical framework. 

3.1 Engagement in the workplace  

The increasing pressure to be competitive in a global market is putting organisations under 

internal and external stress, including external pressure to perform and innovate and internal 

pressure to provide stable, satisfying, diverse and flexible employment (Francescato & Aber, 

2015). In this changed business scenario, competitive advantage can be gained through 

attracting, retaining and utilising talented, committed and engaged people (Amabile, 2012; 

Mahajan, 2014). Francescato & Aber (2015) argued that organisations need to provide 

empowering contexts for employees in order to increase engagement and ultimately 

organisational performance.  

While the need to engage employees in order to improve organisational performance is 

increasingly pertinent in the modern world, managers have been investigating and 

experimenting with workplace and job design for almost a century (Amabile, 1994). The 
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famous Hawthorne studies conducted in the 1920s showed continued increased productivity 

when workers were given freedom (autonomy), ability to converse with colleagues 

(relatedness) and measurement of their output (competence) (Gale, 2004). Mahajan (2014) 

emphasised the importance of managing employee experience in the modern organisation, 

particularly for knowledge workers. Discretionary effort can become a critical resource for 

organisations needing to innovate and deliver quality products and services. An engaged 

employee is one who gives discretionary effort and is committed to the organisation and its 

goals (Plester & Hutchison, 2016). This is also known as organisational commitment, an 

affective attachment or bond between the individual and its organisation, characterised by 

shared values, a desire to remain in the organisation and a willingness to exert effort on its 

behalf (Mahajan, 2014). Houmanfar et al. (2015) emphasised the importance of individual 

actions that contribute to not only individual well-being but also to cultural and organisational 

change. Similarly, Shinkle (2012) stated that organisational direction is guided by the 

discrepancy between aspiration and performance and that organisational goals communicate 

strategic direction to staff, enhance performance and provide a measure of success. These 

studies show the link between individual engagement and organisational performance and 

illustrate the importance of the interaction between the individual, its peers and the 

organisational environment.  

3.2 Workplaces as ecosystems 

Due to this multi-dimensional organisational environment and the myriad internal and 

external resources and interactions that occur within them, many organisational theorists and 

management researchers have likened organisations to ecosystems (James et al., 2008; Clark, 

2011; McCarthy, 2013; Paharia, 2013). In his seminal work Cognition in the Wild, Hutchins 

(1996) presented a view of culture and cognition as being contextually situated. He argued 

that culture is a human cognitive process that exists both inside and outside of the mind and 

that it is enacted through activity. Subsequent researchers in the field of cognitive ecology 

have demonstrated that human cognitive processes are embodied and enacted and develop 

through goal-orientated action and interactions between the human organism and its 

environment (Rueschemeyer & Bekkering, 2009; Hutchins, 2010). It follows, they contended, 

that individual cognition and action happens as part of the environment, not in isolation from 

it. Cognition depends on the structure of the cognitive ecosystem that extends beyond the 

individual mind or body and rests on the dynamic formation of particular practices in the 
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ecosystem (Hutchins, 2010). This notion is echoed by James et al. (2008), who stated that the 

defining feature of modern psychology is a ‘cognitive revolution’, which is the perspective 

that human cognition mediates the effects of environmental stimuli on human responses, 

through the psychological meaning that the environment has on an individual. This view of 

cognition as a system consisting of the mind-body-world (Clark, 2011) brings focus to the 

collective transformation of the entire ecological system as a result of activity, as opposed to 

the individual’s cognition only.  

Workplaces can be seen as systems of directing human effort (Vesa et al., 2017) and are very 

much cognitive and social ecosystems, because they connect employees to their environment 

through actions and interactions. Each workplace’s ecosystem is unique and idiosyncratic, 

based on organisational characteristics such as type of work, industry, size, workforce, 

technology and stage of maturity (Aycan, 2000). Taken together, these elements have also 

been called psychological and organisational climate (James & Jones, 1974; James et al., 

2008). Psychological climate refers to the meaning employees attribute to their workplace 

conditions, consisting of role, colleagues, leaders, remuneration, performance expectations 

and rewards and so on. Meaning is an affective response and evaluation of the significance 

and impact of workplace environmental factors on personal well-being. When a group or 

work unit agrees on perceptions of the impact of its work environment, this shared perception 

is aggregated into the organisational climate (James et al., 2008). In other words, 

organisational climate is a typical or average way in which employees attribute meaning to 

that organisation.  

In a meta-analysis, James et al. (2008) found a strong relationship existing between 

organisational climate and performance, based on work attitudes, motivation, psychological 

well-being and performance, and, similarly, the general psychological climate to account for 

an individual’s performance and outcomes. They therefore argued that the organisational 

climate is mediated by human resource management practices. For example, a strong 

organisational climate fosters individual behaviours that are aligned to organisational goals 

and implies a consensus about the organisational goals and how they should be attained. Like 

psychological and organisational climate, social norms and culture are socially constructed 

schemas for navigating the organisation and achieving its goals (James et al., 2008). Unlike 

organisational climate, however, organisational culture is a system-level orientation and a 
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property of the system. In recent decades, research into organisational climate has led to the 

conceptualisation of organisational culture (McCarthy, 2013) and sought to more deeply 

understand the system of norms, beliefs, people and their behaviour. While the research and 

debate on organisational culture is ongoing, it is agreed that organisational culture has a 

profound effect on organisational performance through the mechanism of individual and 

collective decision making (McCarthy, 2013). In reference to understanding the 

organisational ecosystem, McCarthy (2013) said: 

“The tenet that there is order in chaos pushes us towards a multi-perspective 

in looking at human phenomena in organisational systems. The problem is 

to find the proper perspective to be able to perceive the order in chaos.” 

(McCarthy, 2013, page 478) 

The psychological and organisational climates are the aggregation of an organisation’s 

systems, processes, industry, technology, people, culture and more. This complex array of 

components can be likened to an ecosystem due to the multivariate nature of the interactions 

of these components. While complex, this view of organisations as being unique, multi-

faceted and evolving may provide an effective way to understand organisations. Given the 

importance of employee engagement for organisational performance, the question is begged 

how gamification designers can create meaningful engagement in the midst of this 

complexity. Cultural Historical Activity Theory may offer such a framework, which is the 

novel approach being investigated in this thesis.  

3.3 Cultural Historical Activity Theory   

The concept of individual cognition and activity as being situated in a cognitive system is not 

new. Almost a century ago, this notion had been developed and explored with the Cultural 

Historical Activity Theory (CHAT) of the Soviet psychologists. While predominantly applied 

in educational contexts, CHAT can provide a useful way to understand the workplace as a 

system. CHAT has been described as ‘the best-held secret of academia’ (Avis, 2009) due to 

its ability to connect theory and practice in an integrated and meaningful way. Pioneered by 

Vygotsky in the 1920s, this ecological view of engagement emphasises that human 

consciousness is culturally mediated through artefacts, tools and language. The theory was 

further developed by Luria (1971) and Leont’ev (1978) to include social, cultural and 
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historical dimensions through elements such as community, rules and division of labour. Led 

primarily by Yrjö Engeström, the theoretical construction is now in its third generation of 

development, which includes the consideration of multiple activity systems and application to 

many different contexts (Roth & Lee, 2007 ). CHAT has been applied to fields such as 

learning and teaching, human-computer interface, information systems and more, and it is a 

powerful analytical tool and conceptual framework because it accounts for context and 

emphasises practice (Allen, Karanasios, & Slavova, 2011). CHAT is used by researchers to 

map a system by ‘viewing it from above’ and delineating various components of the system 

into examinable units of analysis (Minnis & John-Steiner, 2001). 

While related to other sociocultural theories, CHAT is unique because it views cognition and 

interaction as being object-related (Stetsenko, 2005). CHAT considers cognition to be an 

interconnected part of a complex system of human actions, interactions and relationships with 

their environment (Gustavsson, 2009). CHAT originated from the Vygotskian tradition of 

understanding human psychology and the paradigm that the organism and its environment co-

contribute to human development and activity (Yamagata-Lynch, Click and Smaldino, 2013). 

This activity is mediated through the use of artefacts and is orientated towards goals or 

objects, as well as being strongly situated in the local cultural, social and historical context. 

Cognition and engagement are therefore embedded in and inextricable from activity and local 

practice. These seven elements are depicted as a triangle in Figure 1 that shows the linkages 

between the various components of the system (Engeström, 1995; Foot, 2001). 
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Figure 1. CHAT model 

Key elements of an activity system include the object (an entity or a goal that is continually 

evolving); the activity (a form of doing that is directed to an object, is goal-orientated and 

targeted to a need); mediating artefacts (such as tools, signs and language); subjects (the 

traditional term for the human actors or participants in the system); the community (the 

subjects that share an interest and involvement with the same object); a division of labour (the 

roles in the community, including division of power and resources); and rules (regulations of 

the subject’s actions and interactions in the system). 

Again, the underlying premise of CHAT is that of mediated action whereby a subject’s action 

toward a goal (object) is connected deeply with its environment (Vygotsky, 1978; Yamagata-

Lynch, Click and Smaldino, 2013). The object is the reason why individuals and groups 

choose to participate in an activity and it is what connects the other six elements. This 

subject-object-mediating artefact triad was the original Activity Theory developed by 

Vygotsky (1967, 1978). Engeström (1987, 1995,  2001, 2010) further developed the model 

into its second generation by adding the socio-cultural elements of rule, community, division 

of labour, and outcome. He also introduced the notion of systemic tensions in the activity 

system that affect the subject’s ability to achieve the object. Systemic tensions come about 

Mediating artefacts

Community Division of labourRules

Subject Object Outcome
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through contradictory situations that negatively impact the attaining of the object, however, 

tensions can also provide a catalyst for change in how the subject engages in the activity 

(Engeström, 2001; Yamagata-Lynch, 2010). 

The following example illustrates how the CHAT elements are identified in a workplace 

setting. A study by Yamagata-Lynch & Haudenschild (2009) of teacher professional 

development serves as an example of using these CHAT elements in practice. The object in 

this activity system was teacher collaboration and curriculum-based change in practice, the 

outcome was to renew teaching practices, complete university degree programs and reduce 

frustration of professional development not meeting needs, the subject was the individual 

teacher; the rules included licence and university course requirements, the community 

consisted of the district professional development staff and university staff, the division of 

labour was the new professional development responsibilities, and the tools where time, 

money, materials, colleagues and principals. The researchers used the CHAT model to 

identify these various elements and show their connectedness, which also allowed them to 

identify tensions existing in this activity system.  

To further understand CHAT and the interaction between the seven elements of the activity 

system, five principles are important for researchers to understand. Engeström (2001) 

provided five key principles for using Activity Theory. The first is that the prime unit of 

analysis is the activity system itself, being the collective, artefact-mediated, object-orientated 

system understood in relation to other activity systems; necessitating all actions to be 

comprehended in this setting (Roth, 2012). The second principle is that of multi-voicedness of 

the system, meaning the diversity of individual and community perspectives that exist in the 

system. Due to the division of labour in the system, each individual and the system as a whole 

have  their own unique points of view and history, which manifest in their artefacts, rules and 

norms (Stetsenko, 2005). This multiplicity of viewpoints can result in tension but thereby also 

provides opportunity for innovation. Principle three is historicity, the transformation of the 

system over time. The local history of activity and objects in the activity system needs to be 

understood in order to understand the system itself (Engeström, 2001). The fourth principle 

states the fundamental role that tensions and contradictions play in change and development. 

When a new element is added into the system, it creates friction and disorder, typically 

around structural tensions that have accumulated in the system over time. These 
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contradictions can occur between each of the six elements of activity system: subject, artefact, 

object, rules, community and division of labour (Foot, 2001). Primary contradictions also lead 

to secondary contradictions, which are opportunities to change and innovate the activity. The 

final principle is expansive transformation, the cycle of qualitative development undergone by 

activity systems over time (Engeström, 2001). The cycle is begun when a few individuals 

question and diverge from current norms. This questioning can lead to a collective change 

through the development, modelling, implementation and consolidation of new norms and 

solutions. The cycle is complete when the object and intent of the activity is transformed, and 

the collective envisages a significantly different world of possibilities.  

These principles indicate the richness and multi-factored nature of activity systems and the 

various complexities that need to be identified and understood when applying CHAT. This 

richness of understanding is the key differentiator and value of using CHAT in the 

understanding, evaluation and design of human systems. Barab (2002) viewed activity 

systems as being characterised by their internal contradictions, which can be understood as 

tensions among the components of the activity system. Through understanding the tensions, 

designers can map the minimal meaningful context for understanding the context and 

supporting the system to change and develop. In this way CHAT can provide a versatile 

useful for workplace research (Dayton, 2000). 

Having introduced CHAT as a theoretical framework through which to map the workplace 

system, this section will examine the benefits of using CHAT in workplace gamification. 

3.4 CHAT-based workplace gamification and its benefits 

While having chiefly been applied in educational contexts (Yamagata-Lynch & Smaldino, 

2007; Foot, 2001; Bourke, 2013), CHAT also provides a theoretical lens with which to 

understand the complexity of workplace environments (Engeström, 2001, 2010; Elks, 2005; 

Yamagata-Lynch & Haudenschild, 2009). CHAT has been used to understand the complexity 

of workplace environments (Lee, 2009; Foot, 2014), because it provides both a theoretical 

framework with which to understand activity systems and a practical method of research. This 

thesis extends the current applications of CHAT in workplaces and introduces it to the field of 

gamification, by providing additional evidence of CHAT benefits as a practical research 

methodology and theoretical framework.  
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A chief benefit of using CHAT-based research is its ability to describe real-world situations 

(Yamagata-Lynch & Smaldino, 2007; Barab & Squire, 2009; Yamagata-Lynch & 

Haudenschild, 2009; Yamagata-Lynch, 2010;) and to allow researchers to capture and report 

the richness and uniqueness of the activity system (Engeström, 1995).  

As described by Yamagata-Lynch (2013), whose method is followed closely in this thesis,  

“Activity systems analysis is a holistic approach in documenting, analyzing 

and communicating human activity. It is a graphic organizer that can help 

researchers and participants articulate their observations regarding 

complex human interactions.” Page 540 

The triangle model provides a graphical representation with which to understand 

complex real-world situations and is a useful tool for group or self-reflective analysis 

(Yamagata-Lynch & Smaldino, 2007).  

An example of how CHAT has started to be applied to workplace settings is by 

Bourke, Mentis, and O’Neill (2013), who used CHAT to analyse professional 

learning and development. Using the CHAT method showed how various tensions 

arose across the activity system of participants during the initiative. Tensions were 

associated with the roles of those involved, the narrative assessment approach, and 

the rules of the initiative.  The researchers found using CHAT enabled a more 

nuanced understanding of the complex ways in which employees engage with 

professional learning and development.  

The benefits of using CHAT for workplace design will be further described in the 

following sections, being 3.4.1. Theoretical lens. 3.4.2 Ability to deal with 

complexity, and 3.4.3 practical tool for representing workplace ecosystem.  

3.4.1 Theoretical lens  

CHAT provides a theoretical lens with which to analyse the complexity of workplace 

environments and design for engaging experiences (Lee, 2009). CHAT allows researchers to 

view the system holistically (the entire triangle), to understand a component of the system 

(one of the eight outer labels) and to comprehend the interactions and tensions between the 
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components (the lines of the triangle). CHAT thereby allows researchers to study a system 

based on its interdependent and social nature (Minnis & John-Steiner). This strong theoretical 

basis provides gamification designers with a grounded theory through which to understand the 

workplace in which they are designing and allows for deeper analysis both during the design 

process and afterwards, when evaluating success (Oberprieler, 2018).  

Figure 2 shows the CHAT activity system overlaid with the gamified interactions (in blue) 

and how a fully integrated gamification design interacts with and changes all dynamics in the 

system to achieve both a workplace and a game outcome. The CHAT model here captures the 

organisational context, including its workplace rules, psychological climate and culture and 

social norms.  

 
Figure 2. Systemic gamification as understood through Cultural Historical Activity Theory 

Gamification and its interactions can be visually mapped onto the existing activity system 

(Oberprieler & Leonard, 2015; Oberprieler, 2018). Gamification therefore changes the 
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activity system by changing the interaction between the elements in that system. For example, 

in a non-gamified system the exchange between the worker (subject) and his/her peers 

(community) can occur naturally through conversation and individual motivation to interact 

and collaborate. In a gamified workplace system that encourages and rewards collaboration, 

the exchange can occur more frequently, with more deliberation and with more individuals as 

they are all rewarded, say through points or progression towards a collective goal or 

‘mission’.  

Gamification could be implemented to part or all of the system, depending on the needs of the 

system. A partially gamified system would gamify one or multiple components and 

interactions of the system, and a fully gamified system is one in which all interactions in the 

system are gamified.  

3.4.2 Ability to deal with the complexity  

Gamification of the workplace requires an understanding and embracing of organisational 

environments as activity- and artefact-mediated systems. It requires gamification designers to 

understand the complex behaviour patterns and interactions of the actors in this system. The 

gamification design should focus on an individual’s behaviour situated in the broader context 

and connect individual action to the object and organisational goals. The game should be 

relevant to the environment, and rewards could extend to the real world to significantly 

impact on the individual’s engagement, activity and growth. 

CHAT analysis helps designers and researchers manage qualitative and design-based research 

data sets by providing a framework for making sense of the complexity through the graphical 

representation of the triangle model (Yamagata-Lynch, 2007). Yamagata-Lynch (2007), 

whose design-based research and CHAT method is followed closely in this thesis, describes 

that CHAT gives researchers a tool for managing complicated data sets. For example, by 

providing a common vocabulary or taxonomy through the seven elements, and by informing 

data collection by ensuring interview and questionnaire data is designed to extract information 

about the seven elements and tensions. CHAT analysis can thus be used well in qualitative 

studies and to gain historical understanding of interactions that have taken place in a 

particular activity system. Yamagata-Lynch describes CHAT as providing a way to “organise 

individual activity systems in a trustworthy and nonarbitrary manner” (page 453).  
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CHAT-based gamification provides designers with the ability to understand and deal with this 

complexity by breaking down the system into manageable units, being the seven components 

and their interactions.  

3.4.3 Practical tool for representing workplace ecosystem  
Using the CHAT triangle throughout the gamification design process allows designers to map 

the workplace experience and interactions and to understand how gamification fits into this 

context. Using the triangle model at the start of the design process provides gamification 

designers with a way to make sense of the data they are gathering as well as to understand the 

uniqueness of the context. This provides not only a visual way to represent the system in 

which the designer is working, but it also makes salient the systemic tensions to potentially 

target through the gamification design. The model can be used again after the implementation 

of gamification to measure the changes in workplace behaviours and outcomes through 

changes in the interactions. The ‘pre’ and ‘post’ mapping of the triangle can visually show 

differences that have occurred in the system during and because of the gamification 

implementation.  

In order to conduct this gamification design process in the workplace, gamification designers 

require a suitable research methodology. CHAT provides researchers with both a practical 

framework to cope with the qualitative and complex nature of contextual data and a 

theoretical basis with which to do so. In addition, given the immersive approach of 

gamification design, the methodology also needs to equip researchers with the ability to 

generate practical and actionable research insights.  

This approach to workplace gamification may well address some of the criticisms of 

gamification described in Section 2.4 and also bring into focus the social environment in 

which individual motivation occurs. The need for this was called for by Deci & Ryan (2000b) 

almost twenty ago in their development of SDT. The perspective offered in this chapter 

extends current CHAT applications to the evolving field of gamification and provides 

gamification designers with a new theoretical and practical framework to use in the design 

and analysis of gamification interventions.  

When gamification designers can understand the workplace as an ‘ecosystem’ and use CHAT 

as a theoretical lens and practical method for designing within its complexity, enterprise 
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gamification can become more relevant and meaningful to users. This could lead to the 

transformative potential that Deterding (2018) outlined. However, gamification designers still 

require a process for the design of the experience itself. The following section introduces 

design and design-based research as such a process. 

3.5 Designing for engagement in workplace systems  

This section introduces a design approach to developing interventions in the workplace and 

details the benefits of design-based research (DBR). DBR and CHAT have strong 

complements that make their combination ideal for designing gamified interventions in the 

workplace. Section 3.5.1 provides an overview of design thinking, 3.5.2 describes design-

based research, 3.5.3 outlines its strengths and weaknesses and 3.5.4 summarises why design-

based research is ideal for analysing activity systems.  

3.5.1 Creating desired futures through design   
Dunne and Roger (2006) recognised that the design of products and services is a critical 

component of business competitiveness and that the approach of ‘design thinking’ can have 

important implications for management. Design thinking is a process for problem-solving that 

originated in the 1960s from a need to use new scientific methods to solve the challenges de 

jour, such as the post World War economies and the emergence of computer science (Dunne 

& Roger, 2006). In his seminal work Sciences of the Artificial, Simon (1996) pioneered the 

notion of “sciences of design”. He articulated the need to reconsider our definitions of natural 

and artificial environments and the need to move towards the engineering of our 

environments. The increasing complexity and uncertainty of our environments calls for 

flexibility of understanding and techniques that differ from existing analytical scientific 

methods. Unlike scientific approaches, which are focussed on understanding natural 

phenomena and based on set parameters, this new way of thinking focussed on designing a 

solution or preferred future and embraced ambiguous as well as set parameters. Because of 

this, design thinking became widely used by architects and industrial designers due to their 

emphasis on the end user’s experience of the product. It is in this way that design thinking 

takes on elements of art as well as of science. Buchanan (1992) encapsulated its nature in his 

influential essay Wicked Problems in Design Thinking:  
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“Despite efforts to discover the foundations of design thinking in the fine 

arts, the natural sciences, or most recently, the social sciences, design eludes 

reduction and remains a surprisingly flexible activity. No single definition 

of design, or branches of professionalized practice such as industrial or 

graphic design, adequately covers the diversity of ideas and methods 

gathered together under the label.” ((Buchanan, 1992) page 5) 

Similarly, Dewey (1929) much earlier explored the new relationship between science, art and 

practice and argued that knowledge is no longer achieved by direct conformity of ideas with 

the fixed parameters of nature but rather by a new kind of art directed toward change. The 

amalgam of the concepts of science, art and practice illustrate the nature of design thinking. 

This way of thinking about problems and creating desired futures enables design thinking to 

be applied to a plethora of contexts. It can be observed that design has no particular subject 

matter and is “potentially universal in scope because design thinking may be applied to any 

area of human experience” (page 16, (Buchanan, 1992). This once again demonstrates a 

critical difference between design thinking and scientific approaches. With this universality 

comes the "wickedness" of complexity that the designer needs to contend with. Rittel and 

Webber (1973) developed the notion of “wicked problems” of design, which encapsulates this 

complexity and indeterminacy.  

Design thinking has been applied to complex problems because of its ability to deal with a 

plethora of systemic factors. The creation of engaging workplace climates shares many of the 

characteristics of wicked problems, such as each uniqueness, having no ‘stopping rules’ or 

clear boundaries and connecting with numerous other factors in the system. Design 

philosophies, definitions, methodologies and techniques are just as diverse as the problems 

they are being applied to, and design thinking continues to evolve.  

Key principles of design thinking include involving the end user throughout the design 

process. Design thinking is often referred to as user-centred design or human-centred design 

for this reason; in fact, one well-known gamification designer uses the terms human-centred 

design and gamification somewhat interchangeably (Chou, 2016). The focus of design is to 

create products, artefacts and interfaces that are appropriate, accessible and usable for the user 

given their context and needs (Pucillo & Cascini, 2013), and therefore involving the user 

throughout the process enables the designer to capture vital information and feedback 
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(Wilkinson & De Angeli, 2014). Another key principle is about moving between divergent 

and convergent thinking, the former being about exploring and creating ideas and alternatives 

and the latter about constraints, prioritisation and action in the form of prototypes and making 

design decisions (Guilford, 1967). The final key principle is a focus on prototyping and 

iteration. Prototyping is an early model or sample that is used to gather feedback to improve 

its use and functionality. Designers often initially use low-fidelity prototypes that are easy and 

quick to produce and at low cost, such as whiteboard or paper drawings, and progress to high-

fidelity prototypes that take more time, effort and cost to produce but are closer to the final 

design (Pucillo & Cascini, 2013). Prototyping is a key part of design philosophy, that of 

experimentation and embracing of failure. A traditional approach would have the designer 

work in isolation to fully develop a product before revealing it to the user. By contrast, design 

thinking is about rapidly prototyping the solution early and often in the design process. This 

process allows for more useful and more frequent feedback from users, which ultimately 

results in a better design.  

While common principles and attitudes, such as a focus on the user’s experience, embracing 

complexity and rapid prototyping and iteration are vital, the core of design thinking is the 

conception and planning of a preferred artificial environment. It is this planning of an 

improved environment through practical design principles that makes design thinking a 

superb adjunct to cognitive ecological and design-based research approaches. In design-based 

research, this manifests as an in-situ “design experiment” in which the researcher and 

participants work together to develop solutions and see their effects in the activity system.  

3.5.2 Design-based research   
Design-based research (DBR) as a methodology has been the subject of significant interest in 

the last decade (Anderson & Shattuck, 2012). DBR, a concept credited to Ann Brown (1992), 

provides a methodological toolkit to derive an evidence base from such research contexts. 

DBR is an approach that is used to observe and evaluate as well as to iteratively test, 

implement, analyse and modify theories and interventions in natural settings (Leonard & 

Fitzgerald, 2015). It is not so much a research method as an approach to research that makes 

use of mixed research methods in a pragmatic way. Design research is typically committed to 

understanding and engaging of the complexity of a local context rather than to ‘controlling’ it, 

and it does so by engaging with it through iterative design. DBR is conducted in real-world 
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settings to take in the plethora of variables, it embraces the complexity of interactions and 

perspectives and it focusses on characterising the design in practice (Barab & Squire, 2009). 

Because of its ability to be conducted as a real-world experiment and its alignment with 

design thinking and game design, DBR is starting to be used in gamification as well. Barata et 

al. (2017) used DBR in their study of gamifying a curriculum over a three-year period, 

implementing iterative design cycles and continuously making improvements to the gamified 

experience. In their view, the resulting outcomes are considered to have greater external 

validity than those derived from laboratory settings. DBR allowed the researchers in this 

study to make improvements based on observation and student feedback and present the 

design rationale for their implementation.  

In addition to the ability of DBR to be deployed in real-world contexts, it also allows for a 

dual focus on theory and practice. The intent of DBR is to produce a tangible design that 

works in the particular context through design experimentation as well as to contribute to 

existing theory and generate new theories that can be applied to other contexts. Design 

experimentation refers to the ‘engineering’ of forms of learning that allow the researcher to 

systematically adjust to the various aspects of the context, which allows iterative testing and 

iteration (Cobb et al., 2003). This approach allows researchers to understand the various 

components of the naturalistic context and to design and iterate in context to generate theory, 

principles and practice. This dual focus of contributing to global theory and of designing 

interventions specifically for the local context is a core component of DBR’s approach. While 

empirical methods aim for findings to be replicable in order to be valid, DBR by contrast 

should not be fully replicable, because this would mean manipulation of the local cultural 

context. DBR therefore focusses on producing insights, principles and theory that can be 

shared though are not expected to necessarily hold true universally:  

“Design-based research is, at its heart, an attempt to combine the intentional 

design of learning environments with the empirical exploration of our 

understanding of those environments and how they interact with 

individuals.” (Hoadley, 2010). 

Building on the observations of Hoadley (2010), Table 1 summarises the key differences 

between DBR and non-design research methods. 
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Non-design research Design-based research 

Foundation 
Focusses on control, rigour, objectivity and 
validity Embraces complexity and iteration 

Conducted in laboratory settings Conducted in real-life settings 
Involves one or two dependent variables and 
holding them constant Involves multiple interacting variables  

Focusses on testing hypothesis 
Focusses on multiple aspects and on 
creating a profile that characterises the 
design in practice 

Isolates the learners in order to control the 
interaction 

Involves complex social interactions among 
learners 

Methodology  

Uses fixed procedures 
Uses flexible design revision, with 
techniques revised based on their success in 
practice 

Treats participants as subjects 
Treats participants as co-designers, bringing 
in different expertise and being closely 
involved in the design 

Ensures the researcher is at a distance in 
order to be neutral and objective 

Has the researcher working closely with the 
participants in order to have intimate 
understanding of contextual factors 

Defines measurement before the research 
and strictly adheres to it 

Defines measurement and iterates it 
throughout the research process as needed to 
examine emergent findings 

Outcomes  

Makes specific conclusions with the 
expectation that they will or should hold 
true in other contexts 

Uses generalisations and themes to draw 
conclusions and build designs, without the 
expectation that they will necessarily hold 
true in other contexts 

Documents specific methods and 
quantitative data to support the conclusion 
of the outcome of the research 

Treats enacted interventions as outcomes 
and leads to a broad documentation of the 
intervention, its rationale and all 
consequences of the design on the 
enactment. 

Table 1. Comparison of Design-Based Research to other research approaches 

Design experimentation refers to the “engineering” that allows the researcher to 

systematically adjust various aspects of the context, which allows testing and iteration (Cobb 

et al., 2003). This approach enables researchers to understand the various components of the 

naturalistic context and to design and iterate in context to generate theory, principles and 

practice.  
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3.5.3 Strengths and criticisms of DBR 
Given DBR’s divergence from other methods, it is a debated topic in educational and research 

spheres (Tiberghien, Jacques, & Gaidioz, 2009). A fundamental component of this debate is 

that of control, as DBR embraces the non-reducible complexity of environments and concerns 

itself less with prediction than other research methods do: 

“Design and design research are confronted with the fundamental problems 

of control (non-reducible complexity), of prediction (not-knowing of 

evolutionary emerging futures) and of incompatible domains of knowing.” 

(Jonas, 2014, page 2) 

Scientific and empirical inquiry is centred on reducing experimental complexity through 

definition, setting boundaries and testing causality between a few selected independent and 

dependent variables. The role of the researcher is to be an independent observer, who is 

detached from the context so as to be able to be objective. Only if these methods and 

processes are used is the research considered scientifically valid. In contrast, DBR embraces 

complexity and does not concern itself overly with control and prediction.  

Aside from understanding a particular context in its real-world complexity, a chief aim of 

DBR should be to show relevance of the findings to other contexts through the generation of 

theoretical constructs and design principles. DBR aims to meet the needs of the local context, 

or “experience-near significance”, as well as to advance theoretical understandings, or 

“experience-distant relevance” (Barab & Squire, 2009). This dual focus of contributing to 

global theory and also of designing interventions specifically for the local context is a core 

component of DBR’s approach.  

Another core consideration of DBR is the bias of the researcher. Jonas (2014) identified four 

key “blind spots” that manifest as a result of design research: unconsciously defined value 

systems and beliefs, subjective perspectives such as optimism or pessimism, selective pasts 

and pseudo-objective scenario techniques that are normative and idealistic. Traditional 

methods have the researcher at arm’s length in order to be ‘objective’. DBR, on the other 

hand, involves a close interaction between researcher and participant. Because the researcher 

is intimately situated in the context, design, implementation and iteration, DBR can be 

difficult to be viewed as unbiased, which can be seen as a tainting of the research context and 
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a bias of the researcher. This close interaction between researcher and context is also evident 

in the iteration of research processes and techniques throughout the study. The DBR 

researcher follows leads as they occur and evolves the intervention and measurement during 

the study (Hoadley, 2010). Another by-product of this bias is that it makes the gamification 

design open to individual creative skill, meaning that repeatability of the design is not 

guaranteed. For example, if two researchers are placed in the same context and follow the 

same process, the resulting gamification experience may be different. However, the process 

itself can be codified and repeated, while allowing some creativity on the part of the 

researcher/designer.  

While these concerns are valid, it is these interactions that in fact give power to the DBR 

approach. The embedding of the researcher into the context is explicitly stated as a strength in 

the Design-Based Research process and is part of the rationale for choosing DBR as part of 

this thesis. The challenges or seeming deficits of DBR can be used as strengths, however, 

through the use of multi-perspectivity and systems thinking (Jonas, 2014). Although this bias 

is an important concern, it has also been deemed a benefit because the involved researcher can 

be thought of as the best research asset (Anderson & Shattuck, 2012). Design-based 

researchers should nevertheless heed these considerations when conducting studies. Overall, 

however, the benefits of DBR prevail over these methodological concerns. Its core strength is 

that it can account for the complexity of real-world contexts, rather than being limited to only 

a few select interactions. To achieve this, DBR involves sharing rich descriptions and 

narratives of the context. Documentation of research findings is broad, in order to capture the 

various relevant aspects (Hoadley, 2010).  

3.5.4 Using DBR to analyse activity systems 
DBR is an evolving approach that will continue to be examined, critiqued and developed 

through its application. DBR and design thinking allow for the understanding of complex 

environments, particularly when used in combination with cognitive ecology and Cultural 

Historical Activity Theory. Importantly, the outcome of such an approach is the generation of 

both practical and theoretical principles that can be used to design an improved local context 

as well as an extension of theoretical understanding. This is particularly relevant for activity 

systems, given the quantity and multi-variate nature of the data collected.  
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Whereas the chief benefit of DBR lies in its ability to deal with complex research contexts, 

the richness and amount of data can be challenging for design-based researchers (Greeno, 

2016). Using a CHAT analysis provides researchers with a practical technique with which to 

manage such complex qualitative data (Yamagata-Lynch, 2007). A CHAT analysis involves 

locating contextual data on the CHAT triangle, thus bounding the contextual information in 

the form of activity system interactions relevant to the object. So, while each activity system 

is unique and the individual researcher may analyse and design within this system with their 

idiosyncratic bias, the CHAT methodological framework provides a consistent and repeatable 

process through which to examine and visualise the activity system.  

3.6 CHAT-DBR design process for workplace gamification   

This final section of this Chapter presents the CHAT and DBR design process used in this 

thesis. Section 3.6.1 explains the need for a gamification design process for workplaces, 

Section 3.6.2 describes the five-step design process developed here as part of this thesis and 

used during the data collection, and 3.6.3 concludes this chapter. 

3.6.1 The need for a workplace gamification design process   

Noted gamification researcher Sebastian Deterding summarised the process and value of 

workplace gamification well (2018): 

“What sets games apart from other environments is that they are 

deliberately designed to afford positive experiences. Hence, what 

gamification can bring to management is a particular design practice: re-

organizing processes, products, and services to afford positive, wellbeing 

supporting experiences for all stakeholders in order to drive organizational 

goals.” (page 8, Deterding, 2018) 

This statement encompasses the intent of workplace gamification to provide engagement and 

a positive employee experience, with the end goal of achieving organisational objectives, as 

well the need for a design approach to its implementation. Deterding further described game 

design and gamification as inherently ‘open and unpredictable processes’, thereby sharing 

similarities with the characteristics of wicked problems. Given this complexity, he 

recommended first creating a holistic understanding of people’s current situation and then 
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iteratively prototyping solutions. He concluded that, when gamification is designed with a 

humanistic management approach it can lead to employees proactively acting in the 

organisation’s interest as their own needs of competence, autonomy and meaning are fulfilled.  

The question then becomes how gamification designers can ensure that their gamified 

experiences reach such outcomes. Mora et al. (2007) conducted a review of existing 

gamification processes and found that the majority of processes are based in a user-centred 

design. One such framework for workplace gamification was introduced by Raftopolous 

(2016) and is based on design and systems thinking. The framework itself is simplified into 

four steps: discover, reframe, envision and create. The first step is about understanding the 

context and actors of the system and defining objectives. The second step (reframe) consists 

of analysing information and creating ideas for the gamification intervention. Envision, the 

third step, focusses on scoping a preferred solution through the selection of game mechanics, 

gameplay and technology options. The final step, create, is the design and launching of a 

gamified solution through prototyping, piloting and iterating using an agile approach. These 

four steps of Raftopolous’ framework echo the design thinking steps but do not necessarily 

provide a way to address organisational complexity. In terms of the gamification experience 

itself, Deterding et al. (2011) suggested to classify game design elements into five categories: 

(i) game interface design patterns, such as badges, leaderboards and levels, (ii); game design 

patterns and mechanics, such as time constraints, limited resources, turns, (iii) game design 

principles and heuristics, such as clear goals and catering for different player styles, (iv); 

game models, such as challenge, fantasy and curiosity and (v) game design methods, such as 

playtesting and play-centric design. These frameworks are two examples the current thinking 

about gamification design steps.   

While existing frameworks share commonality in their design approach, design processes on 

workplace gamification are lacking in their specificity for workplaces and do not provide 

theoretical or practical guidance on how to deal with the multitude of organisational variables 

that impact on the employee experience.  

3.6.2 Workplace Gamification Design Process 
The Workplace Gamification Design Process presented in this thesis is inspired by design 

thinking steps and principles and takes a five-step approach to gamification design 

(Oberprieler, 2015, 2017). The process is characterised by a transition from divergent to 
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convergent thinking, beginning with exploration of alternatives and asking questions, the 

converting to critical thinking and lastly choosing between alternatives to arrive at the final 

design (Guilford, 1967). The gamification design process is staged and question-driven and is 

supported by various design-based and CHAT-based research methods and techniques 

(Yamagata-Lynch, 2010).  

Step 1 Intent is about defining the desired future state for the behavioural and system change 

and how this aligns with the organisational objectives: 

• What are the envisaged strategic outcomes for the team or organisation? What 

knowledge, skills and experience are required? 

• What barriers, challenges and tensions exist in the current activity system that we want 

to address? 

• What are the success criteria for the gamified experience?  

Step 2 Explore clarifies the target behaviours and activities being gamified through design-

based research and captures the current Cultural Historical Activity system. This step uses 

design-based research to understand the students and the uniqueness of their particular 

learning context. The context is visualised using the CHAT triangle to identify and show the 

unique interactions and design variables of this environment.  

• Who are the users and their motivations, including demographics, player type and 

engagement preferences? 

• Which behaviours is the gamification targeting, and why? 

• In which challenges or constraints are we designing in this particular context? Which 

cultural or workplace aspects do we need to consider? 

Step 3 Make takes an iterative design approach to create a concept for the gamified solution, 

including choosing the best gamification mechanics, dynamics and components to reward the 

target behaviours. This involves mapping the gamification CHAT triangle and iterating the 

design by using immersive and iterative design-based research methods, as well as usability 
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and playtesting. Make is an iterative phase of hypothesis-driven prototyping and testing. The 

gamification mechanics and dynamics are prototyped at increasing levels of fidelity.  

• Which CHAT interactions is the gamification targeting, and how? 

• What is the win state of this gamified experience? 

• Which mechanics, dynamics and components will be used to achieve the desired 

employee behaviours? 

• Which narrative, visual and incentive design will resonate most with these users? 

• Which mechanics are core, important and peripheral? 

• How will players be onboarded and scaffolded? 

• What are the feedback channels and what will be measured to understand 

effectiveness? 

• Which platform will be used to interact with the gamification? 

Step 4 Launch includes preparing the employees for the introduction of gamification and 

building engagement and excitement. Launch occurs once the gamification design has been 

converged on and focusses on preparing students for the change in their learning experience.  

• How will the in-real-life (IRL) benefits be communicated to employees? 

• What support is required by the manager or team leader in delivering the gamified 

experience? 

• Who else needs to be engaged and involved during the gamified experience? 

Step 5 Evolve is about monitoring and evaluating the gamification solution for effectiveness 

and experience. Depending on the scope and duration of the gamification, it can also include 

introducing new features.  
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• How has the gamified experience changed the employee experience in comparison to 

the pre-gamified experience? 

• Using the CHAT triangle method, which behaviours and interactions changed and 

how? 

• Which behaviours are being more/less enacted? Are there any parts being ‘gamed’? 

• If continuing the gamified experience over a long period of time, which new 

behaviours and activities should be added?  

The Workplace Gamification Design Process presented here shares similarities to existing 

processes, such as the use of design thinking principles (Raftopolous, 2016) and the 

classification of the gamified experience into mechanics, narrative, platform and so on 

(Deterding et al., 2011). This Gamification Design Process is novel however because it uses 

CHAT as a theoretical framework and to inform the data collection throughout the design 

steps. In addition, this Process is focussed on workplaces in particular and can provide 

gamification designers with a specific process for designing and tailoring a gamification 

experience to create meaningful engagement in the workplace.  

3.6.3 Conclusion  

This chapter has presented the case for viewing today’s knowledge-based workplaces through 

a Cultural Historical Activity Theory (CHAT) lens as a way to comprehend and account for 

the complexity of workplace environments. It has provided an overview of CHAT and 

Design-Based Research (DBR) and detailed the applications, benefits and strengths of these 

approaches. Finally, this chapter has introduced a new gamification design process based on 

CHAT-DBR to aid gamification designers to create gamified experiences in the workplace. 

The next chapter provides the research design and methodology for this thesis, based on this 

CHAT-DBR Workplace Gamification Design Process.   
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Chapter 4: 
Research design and methodology 

This chapter details the research design and methodology used in this thesis, providing an 

overview (Section 4.1), describing the instrumentation (4.2), procedure (4.3), data analysis 

(4.4), ethics (4.5) and), data analysis format (4.6) and concluding with a summary (4.7). 

4.1 Overview  

This thesis used a qualitative design-based research (DBR) approach because this focusses on 

the interaction between an individual and their real-world context (Joseph, 2004; Leeman & 

Wardekker, 2011; Pool & Laubscher, 2016). This approach involves collaboration between 

the researcher and participants as practitioners, and, as with other qualitative methods, the 

researcher is the data collection instrument and is immersed in the context. This has value in 

contributing to both theory and practice and embraces the qualitative and multi-variate nature 

of social contexts such as educational settings and workplaces (Groundwater-Smith & 

Mockler, 2007). Similarly, Cultural Historical Activity Theory (CHAT) analysis allows 

researchers to extract meaning from complex data (Abdullah, 2014), as described in Sections 

3.3 and 3.4. The DBR approach adopted here uses the CHAT framework to capture the 

complex data sets, works with manageable units of analysis, ascertains how multiple systems 

interact with one another and allows the analysis to be easily communicated (Bourke, 2013; 

Yamagata-Lynch, 2010).  

The purpose and benefit of this approach is to produce both theoretical and practical 

developments for gamification design. The application of CHAT to the design of gamification 

takes a systems approach to understanding the individual, social and institutional contexts of a 

workplace team and uses this understanding to gamify the workplace activity, as described in 

Section 3.6. This research contributes to an understanding of the DBR methodology and 

informs the way it and similar design thinking approaches can be implemented. This CHAT-

DBR approach to workplace gamification design is novel and this thesis is the first to explore 

this approach as a theoretical and methodological framework. Given the lack of detailed 

descriptive gamification studies that capture the context (Koivisto and Hamari, 2019), one of 

the key contributions of this thesis is to provide rich narrative and detailed analysis of this 

novel approach.  
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The aim and scope of this study is an initial pilot investigating how CHAT can be used in 

workplace gamification design and research, as well as to provide a detailed descriptive 

analysis that is often lacking in gamification studies. While large scale and statistical studies 

are important for gamification as a field (Koivisto and Hamari, 2019), this is not practically 

viable for a PhD research project such as this.   

There are three core elements of the methodological approach used – CHAT, DBR and the 

five-step gamification design process. CHAT is used as the theoretical framework to measure 

the activity system before and after the implementation of gamification, as well as to inform 

the data collection in the form of interviews and non-statistical surveys. DBR is used as the 

design approach and CHAT and DBR are well suited and complementary, given their 

emphasis on researcher immersion in real-world context. The CHAT-DBR process used here 

follows the methodology used by Yamagata-Lynch (2007, 2010). The five-step gamification 

design process follows a design thinking process and focusses the researcher activity to the 

level of game mechanics and behaviours being nudged. These three elements work in tandem 

and are combined and described in the five-step gamification design process used in this 

study.  

Methodological considerations of validity in data collection and analysis are important, given 

the largely qualitative nature of this research design. This intimacy with the phenomena being 

measured can sometimes be perceived as being not as trustworthy as quantitative methods 

(Diefenbach, 2009). Several triangulation strategies have been employed to mitigate these 

methodological issues (Yamagata-Lynch, 2007), including triangulation of data (collecting 

data from different settings and periods of time) and triangulation of methods (using multiple 

strategies to collect and analyse data and interpreting data from a theoretical framework). 

Triangulation of data was done by using a pre- and post- approach and measuring data in the 

form of interviews and surveys before and after the gamification was implemented. 

Triangulation of methods was achieved by collecting data in the form of interviews and 

surveys and by analysing these through the CHAT theoretical framework and the utility 

afforded in the local context.  

After this brief overview of the research design and method, the research questions and 

context, instrumentation, procedure, data analysis and ethics are described in more detail. 
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Further detail about the questionnaire and interview design can be found in Appendices III 

and IV.  

4.1.1 Research questions  
This thesis investigated how CHAT can be used to enhance the understanding and design of 

gamification in workplace environments and, through this, overall enhancement of the 

workplace environment. 

As this study took a DBR approach, the research questions address both theory and practice. 

1. a) How can CHAT be used to identify and map the effects of gamification on the 

workplace activity system? 

b) How can CHAT provide a basis for data collection and analysis that can inform 

meaningful workplace gamification design?  

2. Can gamification provide meaningful engagement in the workplace when it is tailored 

to the organisational context? 

Based on these two-pronged research questions, the research expectations are as follows:  

1a: CHAT can be used to identify and map the effects of workplace gamification on the 

activity system (theory). A workplace gamification experience can be viewed as an overlay 

onto an existing activity system that alters the interaction in a fundamental way and therefore 

causes change in the rest of the activity system.  

1b: CHAT provides a basis for data collection and analysis that can inform meaningful 

workplace gamification design (practice).CHAT provides gamification designers with a 

practical tool with which to understand and analyse the unique workplace context, using the 

CHAT triangle model to map the systems before and after gamification has been 

implemented. 

2: Gamification can provide meaningful engagement in the workplace when it is tailored to 

the organisational context. The combination of gamification components (motivations, win 

state, mechanics, dynamics and narrative) needs to reflect the individual, social and 

institutional dynamics and goals to achieve meaningful engagement in employees and 

business outcomes. 



 

74 

 

In order to address these research questions, the data collected was in the form of an in-depth 

qualitative descriptive analysis. This closely follows the methodology of Yamagata-Lynch 

(2010), described in more detail below. 

4.1.2 Research context, participants and data collection  
This study was conducted in three workplace contexts to reduce bias and allow comparison 

across different activity systems. A gamification solution was specifically developed with and 

for each workplace through a design-thinking process. The organisations being studied were:  

• a school seeking to incentivise and reward teachers for embracing innovative teaching 

practices; 

• a restaurant looking to improve customer services and team dynamics;  

• a government department wanting to recognise employees for undertaking 

professional development.  

The gamification design was implemented for three months and the changes in context were 

analysed. In each context, the study began by working with participants in the workplace to 

identify the types of behaviours and activities that they would like to be changed in their 

workplace through gamification. This design-based process ensured that the target behaviours 

were locally relevant and meaningful to participants in the system.  

The gamification design steps used in each workplace were as follows: 

1. gain understanding of business intent from project sponsor (Step 1 Intent); 

2. conduct user research with staff in the form of interviews and a questionnaire, 

summarised into a short report (Step 2 Explore); 

3. facilitate a Gamification Design Lab to develop ideas and a concept and then test it 

with users and the project sponsor (Step 3 Make); 
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4. implement the gamification experience, with some check-ins throughout the testing 

period in the form of questionnaires (Step 4 Implement);  

5. evaluate the results through interviews, a questionnaire and gamification data captured 

in a short report provided to the project sponsor (Step 5 Evaluate). 

Data were collected in the form of interviews with participants, in-situ observation and 

questionnaires. The questionnaires were not designed to be statistical in nature, but rather to 

provide triangulation of data collection and to provide a different perspective on the 

gamification experience and potential change in the activity system. The data were analysed 

using the Constant Comparative Method (Yamagata-Lynch & Smaldino, 2007), which 

involves examining and re-examining the data while comparing one source with another to 

find similarities and differences. The data were mapped using the CHAT model to capture the 

activity system before and after the gamification was implemented. This allowed for 

differences in the system to be visualised and compared over time and between contexts. The 

CHAT model uses seven components to define and visualise the activity system, so these 

were used as part of the data analysis. The completion of the CHAT model is done by the 

researcher using the Constant Comparative Method, as per Yamagata-Lynch method.  

The Gamification Design Lab was held in the form of a workshop facilitated by the researcher 

(me), during which the project sponsor and participants were provided with a short report of 

Steps 1 and 2. This included a summary of initial suggestions for behaviours, game mechanics 

and rewards elicited from the user research interviews and questionnaire. The project sponsor 

was then consulted to further develop the concepts into an implementable gamification 

experience. At the end of the research period the gamification was evaluated through 

questionnaires and interviews. The results from this evaluation were provided to the project 

sponsor in the form of a short report, and any systemic changes were mapped using the 

CHAT model to allow for comparison.  

4.1.3 Participants 
Participants were employees of the three organisations that participated in this study. 

Organisations were selected based on convenience of sampling and my professional contacts, 

who expressed interest in using gamification in their workplaces. The organisations being 

studied were deliberately diverse in nature in order to test the capability of the Workplace 
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Gamification Design Process’s to map the ecosystem and provide actionable insights for use 

in gamification design. Each of the three organisations is briefly introduced here and will be 

explored and analysed in depth in Chapters 5 to 8.  

Pseudonyms are used for the organisations’ names, and contextual information is de-

identified where possible so as to maintain the confidentiality of participants. All participants 

were given pseudonyms, and questionnaire responses were anonymous. 

Organisation 1 – Shoalhaven School 

Shoalhaven School is located in Canberra, Australia, and offers education from Kindergarten 

to Year 10. Participants were staff members from the Learning Frontiers program, a group of 

teachers from across the school exploring and implementing innovative educational practices 

(n = 8). 

Organisation 2 – Ruby’s Restaurant 

Ruby’s Restaurant is a restaurant in the Canberra region. Participants included all staff, 

including the owner, manager and wait staff (n=8).  

Organisation 3 – The Department  

The Department is an Australian government department, and the participants were the office 

staff in Canberra (n = 37). 

While the first two organisations participated in this research study only, the Department 

contracted me to design and implement a gamification experience, part of which forms the 

basis of this data collection. The Department sought a contractor via an open public tender to 

design a Human Resources (HR) gamification experience. I was successful in my bid for this 

project in my professional capacity and offered the inclusion of the project as part of this 

dissertation. The project team agreed and shared the project details and consent forms as part 

of the pre-gamification questionnaire, making it clear that staff could participate in the 

gamification pilot without necessarily needing to participate in the study as well. The 

contracted project started in June 2017 and ended in December 2017, which constituted the 

research period as well. With the additional funds procured from this organisation a digital 

platform was designed and implemented. Given the needs of this project in its context, a one-
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month implementation period was deemed sufficient to provide the project team with data on 

the effectiveness of the gamification experience.  

4.1.4 Pilot study  
Prior to the data collection for this thesis in 2017, a pilot study was conducted in October-

November 2015 to test and validate the research approach prior to the data collection for this 

study (Oberprieler & Leonard, 2015). The aim was two-fold: firstly to undertake an initial 

investigation of the impact of a design-based research approach in gamifying the workplace 

and secondly to trial the research approach, instrumentation and data collection methods.  

The pilot study was conducted over one month using an alpha-stage digital gamification 

platform. The platform was developed by me as part of my employment at a design-thinking 

consultancy called ThinkPlace, after three years of conducting a paper-based version in the 

ThinkPlace office in Canberra, Australia. Participants in the pilot study were ThinkPlace 

employees partaking in the trial of the platform as part of their usual workplace activity. As 

an innovative company, ThinkPlace often requests its employees to participate in trials of new 

approaches and tools and actively undertake design-based research activities. Employees 

partaking in the pilot study were given the option of participating in the main study as well. 

Behaviours selected included submitting timesheets on time, uploading documents onto the 

company’s knowledge sharing platform and writing case studies of completed projects for use 

in proposal writing. Game mechanics included points for individuals for completing tasks, 

which were displayed on a leaderboard. Points could also be traded in for rewards such as 

snacks and gift vouchers.  

Data were collected through interviews and questionnaires administered to participants at 

weekly intervals to gather feedback and gauge changes in user activities. The questionnaires 

were developed based on those utilised by Yamagata-Lynch (2007, 2010). The results showed 

that the core gamification mechanic of quests worked well in incentivising and rewarding 

player’s behaviours. Because the alpha digital product contained fewer features than the paper 

prototype to which the ThinkPlace players had become accustomed, many players reported 

missing the game mechanics of teams and badges. Being one of many digital platforms that 

ThinkPlace employees use, it was found that players forgot to keep up to date with quest 

progress. While already identified before the pilot study as an important element, the 
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integration of the digital and real world through, for example, email alerts or desktop 

notifications was underscored by the study as being a critical component.  

The key learning from this pilot study was the need to allow sufficient time before and after 

the gamification period for data collection and preparation of participants. Ample time is 

required to prepare and onboard participants before the gamification begins. This includes 

providing consent forms and having them signed and briefing players and Game Masters 

(platform administrators). The completion rate of the weekly questionnaires was lower than 

desired or anticipated, and future studies should use additional communication channels to 

prompt people to complete the weekly survey, not email reminders alone. Post-gamification 

interviews should be scheduled prior to the end of the gamification period to ensure that the 

interviews take place shortly after the completion of the game. This will also allow adequate 

time to analyse the data before making design decisions.  

The learnings from this pilot were primarily about data collection and research practice, 

which have been implemented in the research methodology used in this study.  

4.1.5 Researcher role  
In line with the DBR approach, the researcher plays an intimate role through the design and 

research process. I worked closely with participants and the project sponsor throughout the 

design and implementation process. As discussed in 3.5.3, this approach has both strengths 

and weaknesses. Its strength is that researchers can make design changes iteratively and 

quickly to ensure that the design meets the needs of the context for which it has been 

designed. The key limitation of this intimate researcher role is the potential for subjectivity 

and unconscious bias in analysing the data as well as the variability in the gamification 

experiences designed. Another result of the intimate researcher role is that the gamification 

design itself is open to individual creativity and repeatability of the design is not guaranteed. 

For example, if two researchers are placed in the same context and follow the same process, 

the resulting gamification experience may be different. However, the process itself can be 

codified and repeated, while allowing some creativity on the part of the researcher/designer. 

While the researcher role in DBR benefits the users in the context of ensuring a fit-for-

purpose and flexible design implementation, it means that the findings and designs may not 

be as generalisable as a more objective and traditional researcher role. This limitation is 
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acknowledged and mitigated through the use of the Constant Comparison Method (see 

Section 4.4.1) and triangulation through data, theory and method. 

4.2 Instrumentation  

Several core instruments were used to collect and triangulate the data.  

4.2.1 Interview protocol 
In line with the design-based research (DBR) approach, interviews were conducted with 

participants from each context and setting. The aim of these interviews was to gain insight 

into the individual user experiences as well as to understand their activity system. Interviews 

allow for in-depth analytical descriptions of the experience of a participant in the activity 

system (Pratama & Firman, 2010). The semi-structured interview format allows for natural 

conversation and exploration of topics raised by the participant. The data collected are in 

narrative form and typically include audio and video recordings and photographic artefacts of 

the participant’s environment. This captures the self-reported events, behaviours, cognitive 

processes and affects about current conditions, background, social interactions and personal 

motivations and goals. The data are a holistic description of the participant’s experiences and 

the phenomena at the individual, social and institutional sub-systems.  

Interviews were conducted before and after the gamification was implemented. Pre-

gamification interview questions focussed on understanding of the current activity system, the 

employees’ workplace satisfaction and challenges, their familiarity with gamification and 

potential behaviours or mechanics that they would like to be included in the gamification 

design. Post-gamification interview questions focussed on the experience of the gamification 

design and what changes in behaviour and perceptions were observed in the individual and 

the group. The interview questions are provided in Appendix IV.  

Interviews were 30 to 45 minutes in duration and conducted in-situ in the workplace, with all 

participants where possible for Shoalhaven School and Ruby’s Restaurant and with 16 

participants for the Department. When it was not possible to interview all participants, those 

who were interviewed were selected to cover varying levels of experience, seniority and 

demographics in the team. Questionnaires were administered to all participants in all three 

organisations.  
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4.2.2 Questionnaires 
As per the interview protocol, the purpose of the questionnaires was to reveal whether and 

how the gamification design resulted in a change in workplace activity, at an individual, 

social and systemic level. Questions mirrored the interview protocol so as to provide 

continuity of line of enquiry. However, whereas the interview was designed to uncover depth 

of experience of several key individuals, the questionnaires were designed to gauge the 

breadth of experience by reaching all participants. The pre- and post-gamification 

questionnaires contained more detail in order to capture the change in workplace behaviour, 

activity and outcome.  

The questionnaires were not intended nor designed to be statistically significant as the study's 

aim was to provide rich contextual data to understand the role that a CHAT-based 

gamification design process can play in workplace implementation. Given the aim of this 

study was to investigate a novel approach to gamification design in the workplace rather than 

provide a statistical review of gamification’s effectiveness, the questionnaires were used to 

capture additional input for the analysis.  

The questionnaire wording is given in Appendix III. 

4.3 Procedure 

This study was deemed to be of minimal risk to participants and the probability and 

magnitude of harm or discomfort anticipated in the research was not greater than any 

ordinarily encountered in daily life or during the performance of routine physical or 

psychological examinations or tests. The research methodology of the thesis is in line with the 

National Statement on Ethical Conduct in Human Research and approved by the Human 

Research Ethics Committee, Research Ethics & Integrity Unit, University of Canberra, 

Australia. The Ethics Approval form if provided in Appendix I. 

4.3.1 Identification, informing and acquiring permission  

Permission was sought from the organisation prior to the identification of participants. 

Participants were made fully aware of their involvement in the study. All participants were 

professionals who partook in the activities as part of their ongoing professional practice. 

People declining to participate in the research were still able to take full part in the gamified 
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activities. All questionnaires were anonymous, and no personal or identifiable data were 

specifically collected. All participants were allotted participant codes and pseudonyums 

where interview excerpts are provided in the data analysis.  

4.3.2 Commencement of study 
The study commenced with a meeting with the project sponsor to understand the business 

intent. Then interviews with participants were conducted to gain an understanding of current 

activity, and the pre-gamification questionnaire was distributed to all participants. The results 

of the questionnaires were synthesised, and the existing state of the activity system was 

captured in form of the CHAT model and its seven elements, and a case-study descriptive 

narrative of the context. The summarised and anonymised findings were presented to the 

participants in the form of a short research report and at a facilitated Gamification Design 

Lab, which served to elicit ideas and enable the formulation of a concept, which was then 

developed into a gamification experience. The design was first tested with the project sponsor 

and then finalised and provided to the sponsor for implementation.  

4.3.3 During research period 

During the 3-month research period, each context was monitored through questionnaire 

results, discussions and email exchanges with the project sponsor. 

4.3.4 Completion of study 
At the conclusion of the research period, a final questionnaire was carried out. Interviews 

were conducted with participants from various parts of the organisational system, including a 

range of demographics, organisational roles and hierarchy and level of activity in the 

gamification. The activity system was captured in the form of a CHAT triangle and case-

study descriptive narrative of the context, so as to compare any change in the system. The 

results obtained from the interviews and questionnaires were synthesised in a short report 

provided to the project sponsor. Participants were thanked for their participation and informed 

that they would be made aware of the results of the study upon its completion. 

4.4 Data analysis 

Strongly informed by Yamagata-Lynch’s (2007) work, this study incorporates DBR with 

CHAT analysis as both a theoretical basis and a practical research tool. This method provides 

a powerful means of analysing rich contextual and complex qualitative data (Yamagata-
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Lynch, 2007) and understanding critical contextual factors that affect the activity’s object and 

outcome. Data collected from the interview, observations and questionnaires were used to 

construct the CHAT model. Using Yamagata-Lynch’s (2010) constant comparative method, 

the participants’ experiences were mapped onto the CHAT model at the beginning and 

throughout the research process. This was done iteratively by drafting the triangle at the 

outset and revising the narrative as new findings emerged throughout the process.  

4.4.1 Constant-comparative method 
The data were analysed using the Constant Comparative Method (Strauss, 1998; Yamagata-

Lynch, 2010), which involved examining and re-examining them while comparing one source 

with another to find similarities and differences. This approach is a systematic and ongoing 

procedure that forms, enhances and confirms or discounts theory throughout the research 

process. Aligned with the DBR approach, the goal is to generate theory that emerges from the 

real-world context being researched.  

The data generated through interviews and questionnaires were grouped not in fully pre-

defined categories but in thematic ones that emerged during the research. These take the form 

of a) ones derived from participant’s language and b) ones identified as significant by the 

researcher. These categories were compared and evaluated over the course of the analysis, 

allowing the data to be simultaneously coded and analysed by the researcher. Strauss (1998) 

described three steps of this constant-comparative method, open coding, axial coding and 

selective coding. Open coding is the examination and categorisation of data, axial coding 

involves making connections between categories and selective coding is relating categories to 

one another and validating the relationships. This coding and analysis is conducted by the 

researcher. As per the Yamagata-Lynch methodology followed in this study, this involved me 

as the researcher clustering insights from the interviews and questionnaires into themes and 

visually representing the activity system and its tensions on the CHAT triangle model. This 

was done iteratively with each subsequent interview and questionnaire response.  

Coding labels were derived from the CHAT model and the seven elements described in 

Section 3.3 (outcome, objective, subject, artefacts, rules, community and division of labour) 

and from the gamification design itself (motivations, gameplay and win state, game 

mechanics and dynamics, rewards, theme, platform). Additional open coding of data was used 

to identify themes of the user experience and the themes surfaced were translated into the 
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systemic tensions to be addressed in this context and key principles and considerations that 

informed the gamification design in each workplace. These are described in detail in each of 

the case study Chapters 5,6 and 7. Coding of data was conducted through an iterative process 

of reading and coding the data until common thematic units emerge (Yamagata-Lynch & 

Smaldino, 2007). Findings were triangulated through data, theory and method. The CHAT 

and gamification codes as well as those that emerged from each context are described in detail 

in the case studies (Chapters 5–7). 

4.4.2 Considerations and strategies of mitigation  
Several considerations require mitigation during the data analysis to ensure validity and 

replicability. Yamagata-Lynch (2007) identified three dilemmas for activity systems analysis. 

The first is the extraction of tacit interactions between participants and their context, the 

second is the determination of identifying its placement on the triangle and the third is the 

identification of tensions in units of activity from networks of activity. These dilemmas were 

mitigated by extracting and including information that is directly related to the achievement 

of the object. There is a limitation to these mitigation strategies, however, as the real-world 

context is far too multi-variable and dynamic than the triangle model can capture.  

Another consideration is that of the generalisability of activity systems analysis. Similar to the 

strengths and limitations of DBR described earlier, the strengths of activity systems analysis 

in providing a rich understanding of a unique context means that there are limits to its 

replicability. Activity systems analysis is a strong descriptive tool as part of a qualitative 

research method, but its context-specific nature means that it is not easily generalisable. This 

limitation was mitigated by using three diverse contexts. And finally, as identified in Chapter 

1 and 2, this thesis provides rich descriptive data about workplace gamification that is missing 

in current studies. The detailed narrative provided for each of the three workplaces provides 

gamification designers with a holistic understanding of the context and the many variables at 

play. 

4.5 Ethics 

A design-based research approach calls for a close interaction between researcher and 

participants and his/her immersion in the context and challenge over time. While this brings 

significant methodological advantages from a design-based research perspective, it requires 
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consideration of specific ethical issues. These include considering alternative perspectives and 

cross-checking perspectives with participants, testing of understandings through practical 

action, ethical justification of research methods and practicality of research design and data 

collection for the participants (Altrichter, Posch, & Somekh, 1993). 

Groundwater-Smith & Mockler (2007) presented four criteria for practitioner researchers to 

ensure quality of research and ethics, seeing research practice and ethical principles as a 

manifestation in the structures and processes of practitioner inquiry. The first is ethical 

protocols and processes, including informed consent being sought from all participants and 

stakeholders. The second is transparency of process and accountability of the researcher to 

share the process and knowledge generated from the research. The third is openness to 

collaborate with colleagues regarding research practice improvement through actionable 

outcomes; and the fourth is the, ability to justify quality of practice to the researcher 

community, including quality of evidence, purpose and outcomes.  

4.5.1 Relationship of researcher and related ethical considerations 
I did not have an existing relationship with the participants but had made prior contact with 

the project sponsors. As part of the design-based research methodology, I worked closely with 

participants throughout the design process. From a design-based research point of view, this is 

a strength of the research design, as the researcher and all participants were engaged in the 

design process together.    

All participants could choose to participate both in the gamification experience and in the 

research. Those who chose to participate in the gamification could do so without participating 

in the research. Further, participants could do this without the existing relationship causing 

adverse effects. As stated, this is due to the collaborative nature of the design of the research 

project and participants' workplaces. 

4.5.2 Requirements of participants 
So as to address the research aim (understanding the impact of gamification on workplace 

activity), participants collaboratively developed a gamification experience in their workplace. 

This was done in three stages, firstly understanding the current workplace and team 

behaviours; secondly, developing and implementing a gamification design with members of 
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the workplace, using a design thinking approach; and thirdly, measuring any change in 

workplace and team behaviours. 

The gamification solution was specifically developed with and for each workplace 

participating in this study. Participants were required to: 

1. participate in 30–45-minute interviews about their experience in the workplace, one 

before and one after the implementation of gamification; 

2. complete questionnaires before and after the implementation of gamification;  

3. contribute feedback during the Gamification Design Lab.  

Benefits for participants included engaging in workplace learning, performance and 

collaboration and interacting with a gamification solution specifically designed to be a 

positive experience. Partaking in a design approach allowed them to be active in the research 

and influence the outcomes of the gamification and their workplace experience. As the 

gamification was targeted towards improving workplace activity, participants could also 

experience beneficial effects for their social work environment. 

4.5.3 Confidentiality and anonymity 

Pseudonyms were used for the organisations’ names and contextual information was de-

identified where possible. Questionnaires were anonymous and identifiable information was 

not requested. Questionnaire answers were sent to a link at Qualtrics.com, where the data 

were stored in a password-protected electronic format. Qualtrics does not collect identifying 

information such as name, email address or IP address. Therefore, individual responses 

remained anonymous. 

Responses to interview questions were kept confidential and at no time was actual identity 

revealed. Participants were assigned a random numerical code, which is kept in a password-

locked file that only the researcher can access. The recordings will be destroyed when this 

dissertation has been accepted. The transcript, without individual participant names, will be 

kept until the research is complete.  
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4.5.4 Consent acquisition and right to withdraw 
Participants signed a participation consent form and were allocated an identification code. 

They could participate in the gamification activity without participating in the research, which 

was made clear on the consent form. They could also request the researcher to remove any 

and all records that have been created. People declining to participate in the research were 

able to take full part in the gamified activities.  

4.5.5 Potential risk of discomfort 
The primary risk of discomfort through participation in this research was that participants 

could make comments in the Design Labs that were not supported by other participants and 

that the gamification experience created negative experiences. This risk was low, as sharing of 

experiences, thoughts and feedback and engaging in design discussion is a core activity of 

professionals. Participants were involved in research activities as part of their professional 

role and, as such, had access to counselling and other support services offered by their 

employer if needed. 

4.5.6 Data collection, storage and access 
Data collected were non-personal and re-identifiable coded information. Sources of 

information were the individual participants, who had consented to participate.  

The platform being used to collect questionnaire data was the Qualtrics software, an online 

questionnaire site. The company providing this service does so with high levels of data 

security, that is ISO 27001 certified (https://www.qualtrics.com/security-statement/), but as 

with all data storage on networked devices, there is a small risk of the data being accessed 

illegally by unauthorised parties. To mitigate this risk, the questionnaire data servers are 

protected by firewall systems, encryption and regular scans, and access to systems is severely 

restricted. This data destruction on Qualtrics will be completed once a copy of the dataset has 

been successfully transferred to UC at the conclusion of the study, where it will be stored on 

password-protected computers and/or servers for at least five years, in line with university 

research data retention policies. Only researchers, assistants and/or supervisors listed in this 

thesis have access to the data. The participant information and consent form are provided in 

Appendix II.  
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4.6 Data analysis format 

The data analysis format follows the before-and-after case study design method, which 

provides deep understanding of the aspects before the period of the case study, identifies the 

pivotal events and clarifies the changes in the after-period (McDonald, 2012). Before-and-

after case studies are particularly beneficial for understanding specific contexts, the ‘how’ and 

‘why’ of behaviour, which makes this method a suitably strong match with enterprise 

gamification studies (McDonald, 2012). 

All three gamification experiences were focussed on improving team interactions and 

working towards a larger group goal. The same gamification design process was used in each 

context, and the design was implemented in each of the three workplaces for 3 months, and 

any variations or nuances in the design process were noted. The gamification design steps 

were as follows: 

1. gain understanding of business intent from project sponsor (Step 1: Intent); 

2. conduct user research with staff in the form of interviews and questionnaires, 

summarised into a short report (Step 2: Explore); 

3. facilitate a Gamification Design Lab to formulate ideas, develop a concept and test it 

with users and project sponsor (Step 3: Make); 

4. implement the gamification experience, with some check-ins through the duration of 

the testing period in the form of fortnightly questionnaires (Step 4: Implement);  

5. evaluate the results through interviews, questionnaires and gamification data, captured 

in a short report provided to project sponsor (Step 5: Evaluate). 

The data findings and analysis are presented in the following format. This format was used for 

each of the three contexts to allow for cross-case comparison and analysis. 

Pre-gamification 
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1. A case study description to provide a qualitative and holistic overview of the 

workplace activity system. Data sources include excerpts and quotes from interviews 

as well as questionnaire data. 

2. CHAT activity analysis, presenting the activity system on the triangle model to 

identify interactions, tensions and contradictions in the system. The identification of 

the seven CHAT elements and mapping onto the CHAT triangle model was done by 

the researcher using the constant-comparative method.  

3. A summary of intervention points to be addressed through gamification design is 

presented, including behaviours and interactions being targeted, initial ideas and 

suggestions for gamification mechanics and rewards, and guiding design principles for 

the context.  

Gamification design description, including  

4. The gamification design includes the motivations targeted, the gameplay pattern and 

win state, each game mechanic and dynamic used, and the platform being used. 

Images of the gamification design are provided.  

5. Description of design and implementation process to provide data on how the 

gamification design process was enacted in the context. 

Post-gamification  

6. A post-gamification case study description to provide a qualitative and holistic 

overview of the workplace activity system after the gamification intervention. 

7. Post-gamification CHAT activity analysis to present the change in the activity system 

on the triangle model.  

8. A summary of the results in table form to compares key elements of the system pre- 

and post-gamification. 
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Summary and learnings 

9. A reflection on the success of the gamification design in producing the desired results 

in the activity system.  

10. Key insights and learnings for CHAT and the Workplace Gamification Design 

Process. 

4.7 Summary 

This thesis investigated how workplace environments, given their complex and social nature, 

can be enhanced through a Cultural Historical Activity Theory (CHAT) perspective on 

gamification design and implementation. The underlying case studies were conducted using a 

descriptive design-based research (DBR) approach that incorporated CHAT analysis to 

extract meaning from complex multi-variate data from workplace contexts. Analysing how 

gamification changes the interaction between an individual and its real-world context through 

this lens offers a unique theoretical basis and also contributes to practical research by giving 

gamification researchers tools to capture and visualise contextual workplace data through the 

CHAT model. In addition, the providing of rich descriptive data is a key unique contribution 

of this thesis and provides gamification designers with a deep insight into the nature of and 

variables within each of the three workplaces.  

The data collected originated from multiple sources, including interviews, design workshops 

and questionnaires. The data analysis used the CHAT model, case study, interview narratives 

and the constant-comparative method to ascertain if and what type of changes occurred in the 

activity system as a result of the gamification. In this way, the gamification intervention can 

be measured and analysed, and the question of how gamification can be used to create 

meaningful systemic change can be addressed.  

The next chapters (5 to 8) present a detailed analysis of the gamification design process and 

results for each of the three organisations as well as a cross-case comparison.  
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Chapter 5:  
Case Study 1: Shoalhaven School  

The case study of the first of the three organisations that participated in this research is 

described in this chapter. It details the case study in four parts. The first is a pre-gamification 

description (Section 5.1), a CHAT analysis of the organisation’s activity system and a 

summary of intervention points to be addressed through gamification, using the constant-

comparative method (5.2). The second part outlines the gamification design and the 

implementation process in this context (5.3). The third part details the post-gamification case 

study results and CHAT analysis to present any change in the activity system (5.4), and the 

fourth part is a reflection on the success of the gamification in this context (5.5) and key 

insights for the Workplace Gamification Design Process (5.6).  

This case study was conducted in a school workplace over a six-month period, from July to 

December 2017, in Canberra, Australia. The gamification experience was implemented for 

three months, with seven teachers participating. Pseudonyms were assigned to all participants 

and organisation names to maintain confidentiality and anonymity, and some elements of 

images have been redacted to ensure the confidentially of the organisation and participants. 

5.1 The Shoalhaven activity system, pre-gamification 

5.1.1 Case study description  

5.1.1.1 The organisation  
Shoalhaven School is a public school offering education from Kindergarten to Year 10. It 

regularly participates in initiatives to trial new technologies and approaches to education.  

5.1.1.2 About the Learning Frontiers program  

One such initiative is the Learning Frontiers (LF) program, which brings together a group of 

teachers from across the school with the purpose of exploring and implementing innovative 

educational practices. The initiative was introduced by the Australian Institute of Teaching 

and School Leadership (AITSL), which describes the program as: 

“Learning Frontiers is a collaborative initiative created to transform 

teaching and learning so that every student succeeds in an education worth 

having. The project brings together clusters of schools and other interested 
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parties – ‘design hubs’ – to explore professional practices that increase 

student engagement in learning. Design hubs will explore teaching, learning 

and assessment practices that are built upon four design principles for 

engaging learning.” -  

("Learning Frontiers: Professional practices to increase student engagement 

in learning," 2015) 

Shoalhaven School introduced the LF program in 2015, and LF teachers facilitated groups of 

other teachers and focussed on professional development. In 2016 and 2017 the LF program 

evolved to also include projects about which the LF teachers themselves were passionate, 

with individual teachers driving the type of innovative practice being trialled and 

implemented. Projects in the 2017 program included a coding club for girls, using 3D pens 

and 3D printing, the creation of a Maker Space, using virtual reality and Google Expeditions 

and setting up electronic portfolios for students to showcase their learning.  

LF program teachers were selected through an application process and could stay in the 

program for a maximum of two years. The LF team met weekly to discuss progress and 

updates. Teachers were given autonomy in their LF projects, needing only to submit a report 

to the principal at the end of each term. Teachers were allocated 30 hours each school term (3 

months, with 10 teaching weeks and 2 weeks school holidays) to work on their LF projects. 

Teachers could choose to either take this at a set time each week or apply to Human 

Resources (HR) to take it in larger chunks of time.  

“… we get thirty hours a term and I just choose to take mine each week 

because it is a lot easier with my timetable and then other people who take 

days, so it's really just what works. We've got an understanding with HR, so 

we get two weeks’ notice then they try their best to cover us.”  

- Mandy, LF teacher, pre-gamification interview. 

Teachers in the 2017 LF program described themselves as enthusiastic and passionate about 

being part of the group, with 87.5 % stating that there were extremely positive and 12.5 % 

that they were somewhat positive in the pre-gamification phase. Teachers reported feeling 

empowered and supported to try, fail and learn and to pursue their passions and interests in 

experimenting with new teaching practices. All teachers stated that they strongly believed in 
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the program and enjoyed the opportunity to try new ways to engage and teach their students, 

with 100 % of teachers noting in the pre-gamification questionnaire that they were extremely 

or somewhat positive about being part of the program. Teachers expressed that the LF 

program was also a source of personal empowerment and professional development for 

individuals and said in their interviews that they enjoyed the diversity and multidisciplinary 

skillset of the group and the ability to actively and creatively find new ways to engage 

students to learn. This sentiment is illustrated in the pre-gamification questionnaire responses 

below to the question “What do you enjoy about the LF program?”: 

“It’s a really supportive group, you can try and pivot.” 

 “The opportunities to learn from others in the wider community, a space for 

innovation, flexibility and creativity, and the benefits of this model from 

colleagues and students.” 

 “The multitude of knowledge and skills amongst the staff is a fantastic 

learning experience and makes me a better teacher.” 

 “Safe environment to share ideas, receive collegial support and access to 

relevant professional development opportunities, encourages me to think 

creatively about ways to deliver content.” 

The autonomy, variety and flexible nature of the LF program was described in greater detail by 

Ben in his pre-gamification interview: 

“I think it's ‘cause I'm quite interested in a variety of different things, and so 

Learning Frontiers gives me the opportunity to work with all the different 

groups within the schools. I'm able to go down into the primary, go down 

into the other channels of work with them, I can work with the maths group, 

I can work with the science group, the humanities, the Englishes and share 

my ability to work with each one of them doing these kind of things. But it's 

also ‘cause I have a varied set of interests and backgrounds. I used to do 

programming quite a bit and then I moved into ancient history and did all 

that kind of stuff as well, so it's two fields coming through.” 
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Here Ben described the opportunity to work across the school and with other teachers and 

students. The LF program also provided him with an avenue to use other skills and experiences, 

such as the programming he mentioned.  

It can be observed that the LF program provided teachers with an avenue to experiment with 

new teaching practices to prepare their students for their future, while empowering individual 

teachers to further develop their skills and experience. The LF program was situated within the 

broader context of Shoalhaven School, a large school that regularly participates in new 

initiatives and experiments with technologies. 

5.1.1.3 Tensions to be addressed and considered in the gamification design 
Despite the overall positive experience of the LF program, tensions and frustration naturally 

existed in this workplace. LF teachers’ frustrations in their daily workplace experience 

included students not learning well, experiencing student or parental issues and administration 

that takes time away from spending time with students. When asked to describe negative 

workplace experiences in the anonymous questionnaire, teachers stated: 

 “Not feeling like I have achieved my goals.” 

“When someone is confused or doesn’t understand something.” 

“It can be very frustrating when you have your plan for the day and classes 

get split due to colleagues being absent.”  

“Students being restless and causing arguments.” 

“Parents feeling like they have to fight their kid’s battles and putting blame 

on the teacher.” 

“Weighed down by admin tasks such as emails.” 

Tension 1: Frustration when it feels like the object is not being achieved  

In her pre-gamification interview, Leanna described her biggest frustration as the burden of 

administration and the time pressure this created. She felt frustrated because she saw the 

administration as taking time away from spending with her students: 

“Well especially I find in teaching sometimes there's so much paperwork, 

that you get bogged down in that, and you're like, I just wanna be sitting 
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down on the floor with those kids reading a story or just ... Sometimes you 

forget what the important thing is, because you're so busy trying to get that 

paperwork finished.” 

While the frustrations Leanna described are likely typical for all teachers, the LF teachers in 

Shoalhaven School faced a further time pressure to work on their LF projects in addition to 

their normal teaching duties.  

Tension 2: Needing to apply for LF time 

In the 2017 LF program, Shoalhaven School introduced the requirement to take LF leave, 

which was not required in previous years. The majority of teachers found this requirement to 

be frustrating and time consuming, because the leave request needed to be submitted at least 

two weeks in advance. This led to almost all teachers using their personal time instead of 

work time to pursue the LF projects. Not only was this lack of time a cause of frustration, it 

also meant that teachers worked during lunch breaks and after hours.  

Quotes from the pre-gamification questionnaire capture this issue: 

“I have to do a lot of extra lesson prep if I have to submit leave each time. 

“I’ve been doing it at lunch and before and after school.” 

“My big challenges are not having time to help colleagues, time for 

implementing projects and lack of resources.” 

Annabel, who led the weekly girls’ coding club as her LF project, explained in her pre-

gamification interview why she used her free time to complete LF projects instead of the 

allotted 30 hours. 

Annabel:  “Everyone in the school has to do I think an hour and a half of duties. 

I'm using those times to implement the project, which is another thing 

that's interesting, because it's obviously not compulsory. The girls 

don't have to come, but the numbers have pretty much still maintained 

around 50 pretty consistently across the year, which is awesome.” 

Researcher: “Yeah, cool. Have you been using the Learning Frontiers' time?” 
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Annabel: “No, not really.”  

Researcher: “Why is that?” 

Annabel: “Because being a primary school teacher is full-on. If I take time off, I 

feel like I need to catch that ample plan for someone else. Do you 

know what I mean?” 

Researcher: “Yeah, yeah.”  

Annabel: “I did take a day of the Learning Frontiers' time, because I wanted to 

attend a conference that was running over two days. I think I'd 

finished all my professional learning hours. I took that as Learning 

Frontiers' time, consolidated in one big bunch.” 

In this excerpt, Annabel described her use of her regular teaching time instead of the allotted 

LF time because of the additional planning work needed to be done. This also demonstrates 

her commitment to the LF program and her project, as well as her pride in the regular 

voluntary attendance of her students.  

Tension 3: Managing LF together with other teaching duties  

Similarly, Ben also experienced frustration at the lack of time and explained that he 

conducted his 3D pen projects in his own time. He explained: 

Ben: “What I've often done is where I'll try and set aside some time for 

myself to research or find something or if someone suggests that 

there's an interesting tool like with the 3D pens. I would sit down and 

I will play with it a bit myself, trying to think out the best way to be 

used. And then I would use my STEM class to test out the idea and 

then from there I would then sit down with our team leaders in each 

of the other groups and say this is what you could use it for. For 

instance, after I did the [3D printed] Eiffel Tower, I made a small 

Eiffel tower myself, I handed them the same task as the kids to see if 

they could do the Eiffel tower. And they did it after about two to three 

lessons. I showed that to the science team, who then saw how the pens 
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work and they then got their kids and made models of planets, models 

of molecules and all these kinds of stuff. So they are actively getting 

it now and they're taking it onto their own a little bit. It's working in 

small groups and then disseminating it to show the others and they 

can start taking the ball rolling.” 

Researcher: “And how do you do that? Is there a time when all of these team 

leaders get together or ...?” 

Ben: “It's usually within my own time. We have some time set aside for 

Learning Frontiers but it's a bit of a pain to work ‘cause you have to 

apply a couple of weeks ahead of time to get the time off. So just in 

my own time, I'll try to figure it out and then I'll try and meet with 

certain people when I know they have got time off and try to do it 

then. It's really just whenever I've got a line off and if I've done the 

prep that I needed for that sort of time, I'll use that time effectively for 

this before or after school I do a bit. I do a bit at home and then come 

in first in the morning and then try and meet with the others. Once or 

twice a year, we also get time to do conferences with all the other 

teachers. So I'll set up a display and teachers can actually come have a 

talk and have a look at wherever it’s happening.”. 

This pre-gamification interview with Ben illustrates his passion for his project and the time 

and effort he put into the planning of a new project, as per the 3D-printed Eiffel Tower 

example he gave. In order to try this innovative technique in engaging the students, Ben 

conducted research, experimented with the tool, tried it with his students and then shared it 

with other teachers and students. And all of this is completed before his regular teaching 

began, at the end of the day or whenever he could find time.  

These interview excerpts from Annabel and Ben demonstrate simultaneously these teachers’ 

dedication to their LF programs and the obstacle of getting time to work on their projects. 

This frustration was shared by many of the teachers in the LF program.  
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Tension 4: Lack of communication in LF team 

Additional tensions reported by teachers included the inability to connect with each other and 

share their work. The LF teachers reported enjoying their weekly meeting but felt that they did 

not fully connect with each other or had understanding of each other’s projects. This is 

illustrated in the anonymous pre-gamification questionnaire responses: 

“I have no time to see the other projects in action.” 

“I feel like we don’t know each other that well.” 

“I’d love to have the time to see the other projects in action more.” 

“I don’t really get a chance to see the other projects in action.” 

“If we had more time together, projects could happen better and quicker.” 

Given that the intent of the LF program group is to implement innovative teaching techniques, 

teachers felt that they would like more awareness of each other’s projects and the ability to 

support each other.  

Tension 5: Lack of promotion to rest of school and parents 

Another tension was that teachers felt that the rest of the school was not aware of the LF 

projects. Teachers reported wanting to see the projects and progress shared with other 

teachers, the school and the community. Pre-gamification questionnaire responses highlight 

this sentiment:  

“I’m not sure whether the rest of the school knows what we do.” 

“We were better at sharing our projects last year.” 

“We should be getting the message out there more.” 

These two tensions are similar in that both are related to a lack of communication and sharing, 

one inside and one outside of the group. Given the effort the teachers put into their projects 

and their pride in the group and student achievements they felt, it is understandable that they 

would want their work communicated and recognised.  
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5.1.1.4 Attitude towards gamification 
Gamification was new to the LF team, with the majority of staff not having experienced it 

before. Many (37.5 %) had not heard of the term before, while another 37.5 % had heard of it 

but not experienced gamification, and only 25 % stated that they had experienced 

gamification before. When asked “How would you feel about gamification being applied in 

your workplace?” and given options of ‘excited’, ‘hopeful’, ‘unsure’, ‘sceptical’ and 

‘dreading it’, the majority (85.5 %) stating that they were excited and only 12.5 % that they 

were unsure. 

The overall perceived affect of teachers towards using gamification in their team was positive 

and curious, as demonstrated by the questionnaire responses and pre-gamification interviews 

when asked how they felt about using gamification in their workplace and team:  

“Bring it on!” - questionnaire response 

“I’m really keen to see what it looks like.” - questionnaire response 

“I don’t really know what it is, but let’s try it out.” - questionnaire response 

“Well I'm really open to it; I think it'll be great to see it in action. Still not 

really sure about what it would look like in our setting. But I guess over 

time I'll get more of an idea.” – Mandy, interview 

“I've seen gamification as a learning tool, but I'm not quite sure how it could 

be applied as like a management-y type tool.” – Ben, interview 

“One of the things I like about gamification too, is it can actually take the 

mundane and make it meaningful. And that's been my experience when I've 

had to play with it. Even when it's someplace most powerful, you could 

potentially take some of the most ... we have these stupid things we have to 

do which are boring administrative. Administravia. Bleghh! Really, really 

annoying. But there's so much opportunity to gamify some of this stuff. I 

don't quite know what it is yet, but I'm really looking forward to see it.” – 

Thomas, interview 

While gamification had not been experienced by the majority of the LF group and most could 

not envision what the experience might entail, the group was overall enthusiastic about the 
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prospect of gamifying their work. This could be due to their role as teachers and their value 

placed on the need for engagement, or perhaps because of their LF program participation and 

openness to new and innovative techniques.  

While games are different to gamification, it is worth noting how familiar participants were 

with game mechanics. The questionnaire responses to “How often do you play games?”  

(Figure 3) and “What type of games do you play?” (Figure 4) give some insight into this 

group’s affinity for games. Half (51 %) of the LF team played games once a week or more, 

with the most popular game format being board games, followed equally by sports, card 

games and video games and a minority of the group not playing games regularly.  

 
Figure 3. Shoalhaven gameplay frequency 

 

 
Figure 4. Shoalhaven gameplay type 

While half of the LF group played games at least weekly, 13 % stated playing once a month 

and 38 % rarely playing games. The dominant game type was tabletop, with 13 % card games 

and 38 % board games, followed equally by sport, video games and mobile games (13 % 

each). The questionnaire responses show that the LF group had a mix of gameplay frequency 

and type.  

5.1.1.5 Gamification components for this context 
The potential gamification components (mechanics, dynamics, rewards, win state, theme) for 

Shoalhaven School were gleaned from the pre-gamification questionnaire and interview 

responses with teachers. Team-based challenges and recognition were self-reported to be most 

motivating, when asked “What would motivate you?” in the context of applying gamification 

to their workplace. Multiple-choice answers to this question were ‘recognition’, ‘prizes and 

physical items’, ‘team challenges’ and ‘other, please comment’. 
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Figure 5. Shoalhaven participant motivation. 

Half the teachers stated in the pre-gamification questionnaire that ‘recognition’ would be 

motivating for them. This was further explored in the pre-gamification interviews. Teachers 

liked the idea of using gamification to celebrate progress and doing so in a team-based, non-

competitive way, as illustrated in interviews with Annabel and Mary:  

“I guess that would be cool to celebrate the things that we are doing and 

when we are doing them, because we don't always see what everyone else is 

doing. That would be nice, yeah. I don't know that I want to compete 

against them, but I like the idea of us celebrating each other's achievements 

more than what we do. That's cool.” – Annabel, interview 

“I think teachers don't want to compete, as far as teachers more support 

each other and share, well in an ideal way. I think competing and being 

viewed as one person being better than the other is negative and then 

through that people become secretive and they keep resources to themselves 

... And that's the kind of, I think, what makes teaching actually really nice is 

that people aren't out there for themselves, it's a team thing and you've gotta 

collaborate, so I think competition-wise if it were a group thing people 

would definitely come together somehow and friendly competition in a fun 

way is good.” – Mary, interview 

Annabel and Mary both stated their preference for a non-competitive experience, given the 

nature of teaching and the LF group being about knowledge sharing and learning. Both 

teachers emphasised the desire for sharing each other’s achievements.  
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5.1.2 Case study summary  
The LF program in Shoalhaven School provided teachers with the ability to experiment with 

innovative teaching practices and empowered them to learn, fail and develop themselves as 

they improved the learning experience for their students. While teachers reported an overall 

positive experience of their workplace and team, tensions and frustrations existed. The most 

significant of these was the lack of time to work on LF programs and the need to submit leave 

two weeks in advance, which resulted in the majority of teachers doing LF work outside of 

normal work hours. Other frustrations included not being able to connect and share project 

progress with each other and feeling that the rest of the school and community were unaware 

of their work.  

Teachers reported being curious and excited to try gamification in their workplace, even 

though they were unsure what it could look like and only half of them played games once a 

week or more. When asked about which game mechanics could work in their context, 

teachers strongly reported wanting a non-competitive experience that focusses on recognition 

and celebration of progress. The intent for the gamification of the LF team and workplace is 

summarised well by LF program leader Thomas as being a way to increase team cohesion and 

increase innovative teaching practices:  

“Teaching can get dry ... not dry. It can get ... it takes a lot. Emotionally it's 

a job that takes your mind, your body and sometimes your spirit and your 

soul. You give a lot in teaching. And what I would like to see for this is, just 

even if I'm tipping a little bit back into people's tanks, I think that would be 

really valuable.”  

Having provided a case study description of this workplace context, it will now be analysed as 

an activity system using the CHAT framework, using the seven elements on the triangle 

model. This will be followed by a description of the gamification design and then an analysis 

of the workplace and activity system after three months of implementation.  

5.2 CHAT analysis of Shoalhaven School  

The Shoalhaven School activity system is described and illustrated here with the purpose of 

using the CHAT model to identify and analyse the activity system and tensions within it, as 
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well as to make sense of the multivariate nature of a workplace in a systematic and 

comparable manner. The Shoalhaven activity system is mapped using the CHAT model to 

demonstrate the dynamic interactions between the various elements of the system (Figure 6). 

Each of these elements is described in more detail.  

  
Figure 6. Shoalhaven activity system, pre-gamification 

5.2.1 Activity 
The key activities in the LF system were the trial and implementation of innovative teaching 

practices and technologies in the school. These were implemented through projects over a 

one-year period, with quarterly reporting and weekly informal meetings with the LF team. 

Activities took the form of researching a method, tool or technology, designing a classroom 

lesson plan, implementing it in the classroom and then improving and scaling it.  

5.2.2 Object 
In CHAT the object is the motivation that is to be acted upon to produce a desired outcome 

(Foot, 2014), so in the LF context it is the trial and implementation of innovative teaching 

Mediating artefacts
• Communication tools, e.g email, 

social media
• Teaching tools, e.g. software 

and physical objects

Community
• Other LF teachers
• Teachers
• Parents
• Students

Division of labour
• LF manager role
• Sharing teaching 

responsibilities
• School Principal

Rules
• Daily teaching 

responsibilities
• Self-generated 

goals for LF 
projects

• Apply for LF time
• Termly report to 

Principal

Subject
• LF teachers

Object
Use new 
technologies 
and practices in 
class

Outcome
Students are 
learning 21st

century 
skills

Tension
• Needing to apply for 

LF time
• Managing LF with 

other duties 

Tension
• Frustration when it 

feels like the object is 
not being achieved 

Tension
• Lack of communication 

between LF team
• Lack of promotion to 

rest of school and 
parents



   

104 

practices and technologies to promote learning and prepare primary and secondary students 

for their future. CHAT objects can be multi-dimensional, and in this context the object is both 

the students’ learning experiences and the teachers’ experiences of their workplace. This is 

summarised by interview excerpts by Leanna and Thomas:  

“Really, my focus is on building inquiry skills. All those 21st-century 

learning skills, that part of the curriculum I guess that is looking at how kids 

learn, rather than what they're learning and just making those connections 

with resources and just learning in general.”  - Leanna, interview 

“The idea of Learning Frontiers is you don't have to be a technological 

whiz. You don't have to have a specific education or anything like that. It's 

about connecting them. And hopefully connecting them to further research 

too. About last year's cohort, all of them who applied for either got 

promotion or lead teacher classifications. That was really great for us as a 

group. We really helped each other with that.” – Thomas, interview 

For the LF group then, the object for teachers is to use innovative teaching practices to 

promote the students’ object of learning and preparing them for their future education, work 

and lives.  

5.2.3 Outcome 

The outcome of the Learning Frontiers activity system is to have students equipped with 21st 

century skills that have prepared them for their adult life. This is summarised by a 

questionnaire response to “How would you describe Learning Frontiers program?”: 

“It prepares students for an uncertain future and encourages them to 

problem solve and think creatively.” – questionnaire response 

Leanna echoed this sentiment in her pre-gamification interview when asked about the purpose 

of the LF program and education system:  

 “I explain it to parents sometimes like this: when we were at school, the 

content was what you needed to know. There was a set group of facts that 

you needed in order to survive. Well, because of the information explosion, 

you can't learn that set of facts. What you do is, you learn the skills to be 
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able to learn any fact that you want. Education is still kind of stuck in that 

content driven, rather than, really does it matter if the kids know the 

European history or whether it's about what are the inquiry skills that I need 

to be able to learn that and be able to learn anything that I'm interested in. 

It’s about ‘How do I work out that that information is actually accurate, and 

what do I do with that information, and how do I share that information, all 

of those skills are actually far more important’. And even en masse, there's 

more than one way to get an answer. Whereas when we were at school, you 

got the answer that way and that was what you did.” – Leanna, interview 

Leanna described the role of today’s teachers as providing students with skills for navigating 

information critically, given the changed educational focus from reciting information, several 

decades ago, to today’s focus of dealing with an ‘explosion’ of information. The outcome of 

the LF program from a CHAT perspective is therefore that students are equipped for the 

modern and emerging world.  

5.2.4 Subjects 

The subjects in this activity system are the Learning Frontiers teachers. While they were 

diverse and multi-disciplinary, the group was united in their participation in the CHAT 

activity. All teachers were acting on the object through their individual LF projects. Leanna 

described the subjects like this: 

“They're diverse, I think it helps having teachers from across the sectors, 

‘cause you really get that perspective and I guess because people do tend to 

sit in their own little staff studies all the time. To have representatives from 

across the school, it means we can have those discussions and you hear an 

idea from the secondary sector and you think, 'Oh actually, here's a way that 

could apply.' And I find it good because in my role I'm kind of isolated, 

there's me and there's the two techs. I don't kind of belong to a teaching 

team as such, so I find it good to chat, and they're all very creative and 

innovative, that's what I put on my survey, they're all passionate about 

giving kids opportunities to learn in new ways and interesting ways and I 

guess ways that will support the jobs they're gonna go into, cause it's gonna 

be different.” – Leanna, interview 
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This response describes the subjects as diverse in perspectives, experiences and sectors but 

cohesive in their passion for achieving the outcome of skilled and prepared students.  

5.2.5 Rules 
Several rules governed the LF activity system that influenced the interactions and tensions. 

These include daily teaching responsibilities and duties such as playground supervision that 

form a core part of the employment responsibilities. Regarding the LF program, there were 

minimal rules about the type of project or how it should be run. Teachers could choose their 

own projects and self-generate the goals for it, and they were also able to change easily if a 

chosen project didn’t succeed in early prototyping stages. A key rule implemented recently by 

the school was that LF teachers needed to apply for LF time, which created additional actions 

teachers needed to take in order to work on their activity. The final rule was the reporting 

each LF teacher had to complete at the end of every term (every quarter) to update the school 

principal on project process. Ben explained how he acts on this rule: 

“The end of each term, what we have is a reflection sheet that the principal 

sends out to us and asks us a set of questions of what have we been 

focussing on, how's it going, how we've been, quantifying the evidence and 

that kind of stuff. And often what I'll do, is I'll get all the teachers I've been 

working with to send me feedback and include that I'll be doing 

observations of classes that I've been working with, discussions with 

students, discussions with teachers and just write it all up basically so 

there's some sort of evidence of progress, instead of saying what things did 

work out, what things, didn't how we changed.” – Ben, interview 

The rule of quarterly reporting influenced Ben’s activity throughout the period by ensuring 

that he captured evidence of his project and progress. The relatively few other rules 

surrounding the project provided the subjects with autonomy in their approach to the activity, 

barring the rule of needing to apply specifically for time to work on the LF program. This rule 

had resulted in tension in the system by providing a barrier to teachers’ work on the LF 

projects and activities.  
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5.2.6 Community 
The community in the LF activity systems consisted of the LF group, the other teachers at the 

school, the students and the parents. Mandy described the staff and parents:  

“I think overall we've got quite a young staff, so I think everyone is really 

on board with the technology side of things. The majority of staff are really 

willing to have you in their rooms, show them these new technologies, play 

around with it, and up-skill them. And the parents being so young, they 

were also quite worried about what the kids would be accessing on the 

internet, if they were maintaining good digital footprint, that kind of thing.” 

- Mandy, interview 

Mandy described the teachers and parents as young, which in her mind related to the teachers’ 

openness to try new technology and learn and the parents’ awareness and concern about 

digitally based education and life. Overall the Shoalhaven School community could be 

described as young and open-minded. It connected via weekly staff emails, a monthly 

newsletter to parents and Facebook page updates to the broader community. See Section 5.2.8 

for more on mediating artefacts/tools.  

5.2.7 Division of labour 
There were four key roles or divisions of labour in the LF program. The first was the teachers 

who implemented innovation teaching practices through their LF projects, the second was 

Thomas’s role as LF group leader, the third was the human resources role that approved leave 

for LF activities, and the final was the principal, to whom the teachers reported quarterly and 

who was a decision maker for funding and other resources for the program. More broadly, 

teachers also sometimes shared teaching responsibilities and sometimes taught each other’s 

classes. Here is Thomas talking about his role and the division of labour in the Shoalhaven 

activity system:  

“I'm always fighting the battle of ... because a line costs the school x 

[dollars]. Every hour a teacher isn't teaching costs the school. So, I'm 

always fighting that front on their behalf. I think it's also our leadership sees 

the value in it, but they don't always understand. We're not always good at 
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communicating our value, would be one thing I would add.” – Thomas, 

interview 

Thomas described the ‘battle’ or tensions of his role as coordinating between the principal and 

her funding pressures and the LF team’s needs. This quote touches on three of the four roles 

in this system, being the teachers, the principal/school and his role as LF team leader.  

5.2.8 Mediating artefacts / tools  
Numerous mediating artefacts or tools by the CHAT definition were at play in this activity 

system. Communication tools between LF teachers included the weekly face-to-face meeting 

and regular emails. Communication within the school occurred mainly through emails such as 

the weekly principal’s newsletter, and communication from the school with parents and the 

broader community was through the school’s Facebook page posts and emailed newsletters. 

Approval for leave also occurred via email between teachers and the Human Resources staff. 

Tools used in LF projects included software such as Google Expeditions, software coding 

programs, physical objects such as 3D pens and more.  

5.2.9 Historicity of incentives 
It is worth noting current and previous attempts to motivate and recognise staff, as this forms 

part of the historicity of the activity system and allows for the building on existing mental 

models for incentives. As described by Engeström (1995), tensions and problems in an 

activity system can only be understood against the background of their own histories. When 

asked to describe previous methods to reward staff, Thomas explained a social and playful 

staff tradition he created, called ‘iToast’: 

“iToast was a fun afternoon, which started as a joke where we'd come and 

toast. And by toast I mean ‘cheers’, where you come and toast someone, for 

doing something good with IT. And it started off with 20 people in the main 

staff room, and we'd do it every second Friday. So, I just started adding 

things to it. I've got an old iPad case and I cut a hole in it and my principal 

gave me some wines. He's part of a wine club. So, it was dollar drinks, 

right? But your dollar went in the iPad case. Right? And if you were there, 

every time we were there I'd do a random drawing. All the staff members. 

And I'd do a random drawing. If your name got randomly selected, you got 
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the stash of cash. So that was fun …. 

So I think, that's not gamification, I get that, but I think it was - I've seen the 

value of some of those apparatuses in terms of teaching in a school setting.” 

– Thomas, interview 

From Thomas’ description, it can be seen that a small recognition and social interaction 

around trying and implementing new technologies was successful in shaping part of the LF 

and school culture around new practices. According to Thomas, this mechanic of publicly 

recognising efforts in the school in a social setting and the chance to win a small amount of 

money was successful and popular in this setting in the past.  

5.2.10 Contradictions and systemic tensions  
From a CHAT perspective, the role of contradictions and tensions is to provide a source of 

change and development in the activity and system. This provides the possibility of expansive 

transformation, in which object and activity are reconceptualised. These systemic 

contradictions bring tensions to the activities, relationships and interactions. From a 

workplace gamification point of view, these provide potential issues to address and goals to 

strive towards as part of the gamified experience. Several tensions existed in the Shoalhaven 

LF activity system, which are summarised here.  

a) Needing to apply to take LF time. This tension was brought about by the new rule of 

needing to apply for leave instead of having a set time each week as in previous years (rule). 

This created an additional burden and time delay, as LF teachers (subjects) needed to 

complete additional administration and give two weeks’ notice. The resulting activity was that 

teachers tended not to apply and work on LF projects in their own time, before or after school, 

or during lunch breaks. 

b) Managing LF with other duties. The average teacher was time-poor, and LF teachers 

(subjects) had additional duties for their innovative projects (rules). This added additional 

pressure to meet the rules, act on division of labour and interact with the community.  

c) Lack of communication between LF team. LF teachers expressed the desire to 

communicate and interact more with the rest of the LF team (subjects, community). They 



   

110 

wanted to hear about project progress, ask for help or brainstorm ideas for implementation 

with their colleagues (division of labour).  

d) Lack of promotion to the school and community. Teachers felt that their work on LF 

projects sometimes went unnoticed or unrecognised by the rest of the school or the 

community of parents (community). LF teachers wanted to communicate their work and 

progress more clearly and often (progress towards object). 

e) Frustration when it feels like object is not being achieved. A key frustration for 

teachers, LF and other teachers alike, was when the object of engaging and learning students 

was perceived as not being achieved (object). This tension could be caused by administration 

and other duties (rules, division of labour), needing to teach an absent colleague’s class 

(community, division of labour) or difficulties with technology (tools). As the underlying 

motivation for teachers was to see engaging and learning students (outcome), this frustration 

arose from a perceived lack of progress towards the object (object).  

5.2.11 Intervention points to be addressed through gamification design 

The following is a summary of tensions in the system to be potentially addressed through the 

gamification design (Tables 2 and 3). These tensions were sourced and summarised from 

interviews, questionnaires and the designer’s experience.  

Ideas for behaviours to be gamified Principles 
● Collaborating with team members 
● Increasing student engagement 
● Taking risks 
● Supporting and assisting other teachers 
● Reading and sharing articles and information 

about new technologies or practices 
● Spreading the word to other teachers and 

students, and the broader school 
● Spread the message 
● Implementing a project with a new age 

group 
● Getting to know each other better 
● Writing your termly reflection to the 

principal 
● Sharing updates with the rest of the school 
● Supporting other projects when yours is 

done 
● Weekly updates 

● Make it collaborative and supportive, not 
competitive 

● Focus on celebration of effort, trying new 
things and sharing lessons learnt – to have 
“professional courage” 

● Make sure that the gamification doesn’t add 
extra burden on teachers who are already 
time-poor 
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Table 2. Behaviours and principles for Shoalhaven gamification design  

Ideas for mechanics and 
dynamics 

Ideas for reward and 
recognition 

Ideas for the platform  

● A wall of quotes from 
students and teachers that 
have benefitted from one of 
our projects 

● A jar or box where we can 
write down quotes and 
positive things that we can 
read when we are having a 
tough day 

● A way to say thank you 
and appreciate each other 
for LF efforts 

 
 

● Chocolate, coffee, wine 
and so on 

● Vouchers 
● Having a set time each 

week to work on my 
project 

● A mention in the whole 
school email 

● Badges and stickers 
● A Principal’s Award 
● Additional professional 

learning opportunities, like 
a conference 

● Team activities or events 
where we can connect with 
each other 

● More budget for your 
project 

● Planning session together 
for next year 

● Time off 

● Leaderboard where we 
have our weekly team 
meetings 

● A weekly email 
● A website or app 
● Physical objects, like the 

iToast  
 

Table 3. Summary of ideas for Shoalhaven gamification design 

 

5.3 Shoalhaven School Gamification design 

Having provided an in-depth analysis of the Shoalhaven School and LF context through a 

case study and CHAT lens, the gamification design will now be detailed. This includes a 

description of the design and implementation process, stating any deviation from the intended 

design process and any other contextual notes. The design is described by its various 

components, including motivations, win states, mechanics, rewards and the platform used. 

Designs and pictures are provided to provide the reader with visual representations and 

understanding of the design and process.  

5.3.1 The design and implementation process 

After the initial questionnaires and interviews were completed, a report was produced that 

summarised the findings. This included key themes to be addressed as well as a list of ideas 
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and suggestions for mechanics, dynamics, rewards and principles, as presented in Tables 2 and 

3.    

5.3.1.1 Gamification design lab.  
Due to the time constraints on teachers’ days and the difficulty of getting all LF teachers 

together at the same time, instead of the planned one-day Gamification Design Lab, a drop-in 

Gamification Lab was facilitated for teachers to reflect on the findings from the pre-

gamification interviews and questionnaires (Photograph 1). The lab included printouts of the 

report (which had also been sent to teachers a few days prior), examples of other gamification 

designs to inspire and generate ideas and printouts of the gamification design suggestions 

generated from the initial research interviews and questionnaire. Teachers came to the Lab 

individually for approximately 30 minutes to look through the reports (Photograph 1), ask 

questions and add reflections (Photographs 2 and 3) and ideas to the summarised suggestions 

(Photograph 4). 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Photograph 1. Shoalhaven Drop-in Gamification Lab in action, showing report and examples of gamification for 
inspiration  



   

113 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Photograph 2. Shoalhaven Drop-in Gamification Lab in action, teacher reading ideas and suggestions 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Photograph 3. Shoalhaven Drop-in Gamification Lab in action, teacher adding ideas and suggestions   
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Photograph 4. Shoalhaven Drop-in Gamification Lab in action, suggestions captured via Post-it notes 

At the end of that same day, all LF teachers spent one hour together in conversation facilitated 

by me to discuss and converge on a selection of number of ideas. This included discussing the 

benefits and suitability of the various mechanics and rewards suggested. I facilitated the 

discussion, writing post-it notes of ideas and challenges being discussed. These post-it notes 

where then grouped by thematic connection using affinity mapping (Photograph 5). Based on 

this and the discussion, four key principles for the gamification were synthesised through 

discussion: 

1. connecting with each other; 

2. sharing LF work with the rest of the school; 

3. collaborating on LF projects and sharing lessons learnt; 

4. celebrating our courage, attempts and triumphs. 

 



   

115 

 

Photograph 5. Shoalhaven Whiteboard of facilitated group session 

 

5.3.1.2 Gamification concept development  

After the group session, Team Leader Thomas and I spent half a day together to go through the 

insights and develop initial ideas. We synthesised the intent of the gamification experience to 

be “To inspire teachers to have creative courage through technology and innovation”. We 

developed the key gamification components of team goals, teacher profiles, a (hexagonal) 

mosaic of appreciation and permission (courage) cards (Photograph 6).  
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Photograph 6. Shoalhaven Whiteboard from design session with Thomas and I  

 

Implementation. I then further developed the mechanics and the visual design of the 

gamification board and its components (Photograph 7), including printing the various materials 

(Photographs 8 and 9). Thomas picked up the A0 Board and the various physical materials and 

mounted it in the teacher staff room.   
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Photograph 7. Shoalhaven Visual designing in progress 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Photograph 8. Shoalhaven Printing and cutting out of gamification material  
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Photograph 9. Shoalhaven Gamification materials, prepared and packed for Thomas 

 

5.3.1.3 Other contextual notes 

Team Leader Thomas was energetic and enthusiastic throughout the design and 

implementation process. He was proactive in scheduling the research interviews and emailing 

the regular questionnaires to the team. His leadership style was positive, supportive and 

personal. Importantly, due to the insight from the pre-gamification interviews and 

questionnaires, Thomas negotiated with the principal to remove the need to apply for time to 

work on LF projects, prior to implementing the gamification experience. This meant that LF 

teachers could now use their LF time regularly doing the week without needing to seek 

approval and wait for the two weeks delay before enacting it.  

5.3.2 The design 

The gamification design for Shoalhaven School was focussed on team behaviours and 

working together to connect, collaborate and celebrate innovative teaching practices in the 
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Learning Frontiers team. The mechanics were team-based and simple, to ensure limited 

additional time burden added to the teachers’ workload. The goals and progress were 

displayed on a large board in the teachers’ staff room, and the Learning Frontiers team 

interacted with it at least weekly during their team meeting.  

Motivations. The underlying motivation for teachers was creating moments of learning and 

insight for their students and fostering the desire for life-long learning. Having the 

gamification design link closely with the students was therefore important. Learning and 

applying new teaching approaches takes energy and the ‘professional courage’ to fail and 

learn, so the gamification design focussed on motivations of team performance rather than 

individual performance or rankings. The design therefore did not include any competitive or 

point- or rank-based mechanics.  

Gameplay pattern and win state. The win state was to collectively achieve three goals chosen 

by the group and to fill in an empty space with ‘appreciation’ hexagons. The team goals to 

achieve by the end of the 10-week school term (three months) were: 

1. 10 x Facebook posts. Sharing Learning Frontiers updates and insights with parents and 

the community approximately weekly and sharing the authoring of these posts across 

the team;  

2. 10 x Principal Times additions. Likewise, the LF team’s goal was to contribute 

updates to the principal’s weekly email updates to all staff. The content was about 

sharing Learning Frontiers updates and insights with other Shoalhaven teachers.  

3. 20 x Meetings. This was considered the most important goal, because it was about 

directly sharing innovative practices with other teachers. These face-to-face meetings 

included sharing new methods or tools with other Shoalhaven teachers, or running 

classes for other teachers across the school.  
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Design 1. Shoalhaven team goals 

 

Mechanics and dynamics 

The following mechanics and dynamics created the gameplay over the 10-week term:  

• Weekly team meeting. As part of its existing weekly meeting, the LF team gathered 

around the Gamification Board to share updates about the progress during that week. 

Team Leader Thomas would write down progress made towards the team goals on a 

grey paper square and stick it on the progress bar. This was designed to provide an 

immediate visual sense of team progress and satisfaction. The meeting also allowed 

teachers to discuss ideas and issues around innovative practices as well as the 

practicalities of booking meetings, creating content for updates and so on. 
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● Hexagons on the Wall of Awesome.  The hexagons were to capture the qualitative and 

affective nature of the teachers’ work, by recording comments of appreciation, quotes 

from teachers or staff and feedback. Teachers could hand these out to students and to 

teachers with whom they worked during the week, and teachers could write notes to 

each other. Hexagons were paper cut-outs colour-coded to the type of hexagon – quote, 

feedback or appreciation (Design 2). Over the term the wall could be filled with hand-

written notes about the innovative practice the teachers were implementing. 

 
Design 2. Shoalhaven Wall of Awesome 

 
● Jedi Profiles. The profiles were pictures of the teachers (here de-identified), a short fun 

description and a ‘superpower’ – a skill or field of experience (Design 3). This was to 

promote the LF program, show who the teachers are and encourage other teachers to 

talk to them about the LF program. 
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Design 3. Shoalhaven Jedi profiles. 

● Courage Cards. Courage Cards were intended to disrupt, provoke and empower all 

staff members to think differently and have creative and professional courage (Design 

4). Teachers, LF and others, could take them, share them and stick them up around the 

school. Courage Cards were located at the bottom of the Gamification Board.  

Design 4. Shoalhaven Courage Cards. 

Rewards. Because the mechanics and dynamics did not include individualised score keeping 

and the gamification design was focussed on altruistic and collective motives, rewards did not 

take the form of physical or virtual rewards, for example shop items or badges. The rewards 

were non-physical and team-based and were a sense of progress for the team, a sense of 

contribution and status for individual teachers who could contribute a hexagon or square for the 

progress bars, as well as feedback from teachers and students.  
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Theme. Given the word ‘Frontier’ in the name of the program and space symbolising a sense 

of innovation, technology and courage, the theme of space and astronauts was chosen (Design 

5). This theme manifested in the visual design of the poster, including images of rockets, 

astronauts, planets and space exploration robots. It also showed in the title of “Jedi” for the 

teacher profiles. Because the school context included primary and secondary students, teachers 

were open to and content with the idea of having a playful interface and theme.  

 

 

 

Design 5. Shoalhaven space- themed visual elements  

 

Platform. The platform was a full-colour A0 poster (841mm x 1189 mm) mounted on foam 

core and displayed in the main teacher staff room. This room was where the group met 

weekly, and the board was able to be easily seen and accessed during these meetings. The 

Team Goal progress bars were filled up with squares of paper, on which the team leader 

would write the activity that was completed. The Wall of Awesome hexagons were pieces of 

paper that were stuck onto the space on the poster. 

  



   

124 

Photographs and designs of the gamification  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Design 6. Shoalhaven final A0 board design 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Photograph 10. Shoalhaven Gamification board in action, with squares on progress bar and hexagons  
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Photograph 11. Shoalhaven close-up photograph of team goal tiles  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Photograph 12. Shoalhaven close-up photograph of hexagons on the Wall of Awesome  
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Photograph 12 shows a close-up the Wall of Awesomeness from the case, three examples of 

the hexagons were:  

1. appreciation from a student in the girls’ coding club: “What I liked about it was 

learning to write proper instructions can help you in different subjects, not just 

coding.”; 

2. feedback from another teacher: “Thanks Ben for showing my class how to create fun 

words using 3D pens to make word clouds. This helped us make connections between 

using technology and language learning.”;  

3. quote from a student: “I loved how you brought in creative things and we used our 

imagination”.  

 

5.3.3 CHAT gamification overlay 

Figure 7 shows how the gamification experience fits into the Shoalhaven School activity 

system, represented here as a blue overlay onto the existing components. This figure 

visualises the LF activity system during the gamification research period, with the 

gamification components acting on the various parts of the system. The subjects become 

players and their object is to complete goals and fill up the Wall of Awesome by using new 

technologies and practices in the classroom. Teachers engage with their community by 

providing innovative lessons for other teachers and students and by writing newsletter and 

Facebook pieces to share updates. The rules of the game include needing to complete the 

behaviour in real life before being able to add it to the team goals progress bar. This process is 

facilitated by the division of labour, in which the team leader led the meetings and updating of 

the team board.  
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Figure 7. Shoalhaven system, gamification overlay 

 

5.4 The Shoalhaven activity system, post-gamification 

Having provided a detailed description of the pre-gamification context, the design process and 

the gamification design for this context, the post-gamification results are provided in this 

section. The structure mirrors that of the pre-gamification section, which includes the post-

gamification case study description and CHAT activity analysis. This is followed by a 

summary of results in table format for comparison of key elements of the system pre- and 

post-gamification. 

5.4.1 Post-gamification case study  
Overall, the gamification of the Shoalhaven LF activity system was successful, with teachers 

reporting increased engagement and motivation, strengthened team interactions and 

communication, more productivity and more clarity and focus on LF goals. Based on the post-

Mediating artefacts

Community Division of labourRules

Subject Object Outcome
Students are 

learning 21st

century 

skills

• Other teachers 

and students who 

received LF 

lessons and 

discussions

• Teachers and 

parents who read 

newsletter and 

Facebook

• Team leader 

facilitated meeting 

and wrote out tiles 

• LF Teachers 

handed out 

hexagons for 

students and 

teachers to write 

on

• Must complete 

meeting / post / 

newsletter to be 

able to fill it in 

• Players

• Complete team goals

• Fill up wall of Awesome

• Gamification 

board

• Hexagons

• Team goal tiles

• Courage Cards

• Communication 

tools, e.g email, 

social media

• Teaching tools, 

e.g. software and 

physical objects

• Other LF 

teachers

• Teachers

• Parents

• Students

• LF manager role

• Sharing teaching 

responsibilities

• School Principal

• Daily teaching 

responsibilities

• Self-generated 

goals for LF 

projects

• Apply for LF time

• Termly report to 

Principal

• LF teachers Use new technologies 

and practices in class



   

128 

gamification questionnaire, all teachers engaged with the gamification once a week, with 

33.33 % engaging 2–3 times a week and 16.67 % engaging daily. The teachers collectively 

achieved their goal of 20 face-to-face meetings, which they had not achieved previously. 

Figure 8 summarises these achievements.  

 
Figure 8. Shoalhaven gamification summary 

 

5.4.2 Experience of gamification 

Post-gamification questionnaire responses and interviews showed that teachers were positive 

about the use of gamification in their workplace. When asked how they felt about 

gamification being applied to the Learning Frontiers program, the majority of teachers (84 %) 

felt positive about the gamification experience and 50 % felt extremely positive (Figure 9).  
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Figure 9. Shoalhaven post-gamification responses to question ‘how do you feel about gamification being applied to LF 
program?   

When asked why they had responded ‘positive’ and ‘extremely positive’ to the question 

“Overall, how did you feel about gamification being applied to Learning Frontiers program?”, 

the teachers responded:  

“Student voices could be heard through feedback, appreciations, etc.” 

“I loved the way it stimulated collaboration and discussion; it was a real 

‘touchstone’.”  

“Being able to see what other people were doing.” 

 “It got people excited.”  

“The goals were very achievable.”  

“It helped authenticate tasks, track our progress and most of all helped 

‘focus’ some of the innovation.”  

“I liked the sharing at team meeting and highlighting and acknowledging 

the work people are doing.”  

“I was a bit sceptical in the beginning, but now I see it’s really achievable.” 

These responses show that teachers found that the gamification experience improved 

collaboration and engagement. They enjoyed that the gamification enabled the sharing and 

tracking of team goals and progress and the collective sharing and acknowledgement of effort 

and progress. Two of the quotes use the word ‘achievable’ to describe the goals and the 

experience, indicating that the team goals were set appropriately and that the engagement 
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required to engage with the gamified experience was at an acceptable and desirable level for 

the participants. 

The final quote includes the mention of initial scepticism. Leanna’s interview echoes this 

transition from scepticism to positive view of gamification in the workplace. She described 

her transition from feeling unsure about the benefit of applying gamification to her work to 

seeing the positive results of feeling more connected and accountable to LF goals, as well as 

providing a meaningful way to capture and share the impact of their innovative teaching 

practices for the students:  

“I think in the beginning I was a bit sceptical, thinking how can it really 

work? It seems like a very broad concept. And I guess, I had just never seen 

it done in a school setting. But now that I can see that it is quite achievable, 

and it's nothing too strenuous, I think ... Yeah, my perception's changed. I 

used to think of it as this big, grand idea. Now, I'm like, it's something quite 

simple that we can do quite easily.” –Leanna, interview 

When further asked what she observed and experienced as a result of the gamified experience, 

Leanna discussed her increased sense of connection with the team and team goal:  

“I felt a bit more connected, looking at the feedback from other members of 

the team. So, that was really good being able to see ‘Huh. That's what else 

is happening out there’. Not only what else is happening, but how the kids, 

and the teachers are responding to what else is happening. So, that was 

really good. I think I was saying before, we didn't really have a team goal, 

as such. So, everyone in our weekly check-ins would just share what they 

were doing. But, I guess, we weren't really accountable in a way, like we 

are now. So, I think, everyone's contributing, everyone's working towards 

the same goal, which is really good.” –  

 –Leanna, interview 

She went on to describe her increased effort and engagement: 

“Yes, I tried really hard to visit a class each week. And at the end of the 

lesson, I'd hand out the little feedback hexagons, or the appreciations, and 
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they'd just write down what they had said, or how they felt towards the VR. 

And then I just shared it with the rest of the team, and then I guess that kind 

of formed part of my action research. So that was good.” – Leanna, 

interview 

The above interview excerpt shows how Leanna’s motivation to seek feedback increased, 

saying that she “tried really hard to visit a class each week” and consciously using the 

gamification mechanic of the hexagon to elicit feedback from the students and using those to 

report back at the weekly team meeting and stick the hexagons on the Board.  

5.4.2.1 Increased connection with students and teachers 

Similarly, Annabel described her experience of getting feedback from students, going as far 

as showing the board to her students and using the gamification concept in other teaching 

situations:  

“I think it's been good, kind of getting that idea of something different into 

my head, as well, and being able to get feedback to students. Like I said, we 

were doing that entrepreneur program and showed them our gamification 

wall, so I've kind of used it in other teaching situations. I actually had some 

students come down and look at it with me.” 

In addition to the positive changes in behaviour and interaction of the gamification 

experience, two teachers commented on how much they enjoyed the gamification design 

process itself as well. They described the value of the Gamification Design Lab and facilitated 

session conducted prior to the gamification design: 

Ben: “I actually quite liked the initial planning stage of it. I think, in a 

sense, that was quite a fun game in itself, where we sort-of sat down 

and we critically examined what we're doing and how we're best to 

engage each other and what would we like to do. I think that process 

was a good team building type thing, as well. I think the idea of 

setting up more team stuff, we can kind of gel together as team, 

especially when we don't work with each other a lot so we don't really 
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have that initial connection anyway. If there's any system where 

you're working with a variety of teachers that you don't normally 

work with, having something that is a meaningful bonding 

experience, rather than just the standard ice breakers that we might do 

at the beginning of the year, this one actually had a bit more of a 

purpose behind it. I think when there's a purpose to a game, they 

respond better to it.”. 

Jack: “I really liked the planning side of that feedback session, the first one 

we had. I think I really enjoyed sort of putting our ideas and having 

that time together where we looked at where something was. Like 

where, what ideas we could bring to the table together and using our 

experience from all different sides of things.” 

These teachers found value in taking the time to reflect and converse with their co-workers 

about how to improve their work and be part of the design and tailoring of the gamification 

experience. Ben mentioned how this session helped the LF group ‘gel together as a team’, due 

to the shared reflection and collective setting of team goals. Given that the lack of 

communication and interaction between teachers was a tension in the system, his appreciation 

for this is unsurprising. Both of these quotes illustrate the benefit and usefulness of the design 

process and the value of including participants in the planning of the experience prior to 

implementation. 

5.4.2.2 The time effort required was right 

Teachers felt that the effort to administer and participate in the gamification experience was 

adequate and did not add an additional burden to their day. Given that this was one of the 

principles of the design, it was important that the gamification add value, not add time burden.  

Researcher: “What about the amount of time it took for you as a teacher? 

Because that was a big finding from early on. How did you 

find that?” 
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Ben: “I think it was fine. Especially since we've been given that 

time to use up, that once a week time, does actually help out 

giving us that time to do all these little extra bits. It didn't feel 

like I was doing a lot extra than what I would normally have 

done. On that side, it was good.”.  

Ben described that he felt that the gamification integrated well with his normal activities and 

that he did not perceive it as an additional burden. This sentiment was shared by LF team 

leader Thomas, who led the weekly team meetings and contributed time and energy in the 

design and implementation.  

Researcher: “And in terms of the amount of time or the lack of time that 

teachers have, overall, how did you find the amount of time 

that it required of you and the team?” 

Thomas: “I liked it. Because it made me use my time in those weekly 

meetings better, right. So, I feel it crystallized the time that we 

were spending as a collective. It's different for me 'cause I'm 

not out on the field doing the work that they're doing this year. 

So, I don't know if it’s impost on them or not. It didn't seem to 

be, if it was, it seemed like a small impost for a larger, for 

quite a reasonable reward, if that makes sense? But I 

personally didn't find it any more extraneous or anything. 

Once we set it up, I liked it. Because, it helped me focus and it 

helped me distil what I needed to do with the group. 'Cause, I 

had that in front of me, yeah? Meeting with them like “cool, 

how are we going with our meetings?” Let’s share, I'll see if 

you need hexagons, tell me about it, you know?” 

Both Ben and Thomas reported that the gamification did not feel burdensome or time-

consuming. Ben mentioned the ‘time to use up’, referring to the allocated LF time for which 

they had previously been required to book leave. The barrier of this requirement was 

discovered during the design process and removed as part of the gamification implementation. 
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In addition, Thomas felt that the gamification provided him with focus for the group and the 

weekly meetings.  

5.4.3 Changes in behaviour and perception experienced  

5.4.3.1 Positive changes included increased focus and team cohesion 

Based on the post-gamification questionnaire responses, the majority of teachers (84 %) saw 

positive changes such as engagement, collaboration and focus. Whereas a few teachers (16 %) 

felt that there was no significant positive change, no negative behaviours were observed or 

experienced as a team. This is illustrated by the questionnaire responses to the question “What 

are the changes in behaviours you observed/ experienced?”: 

“Gave us a sense of direction, improved engagement levels of team 

members.” 

“It helped people bond.” 

 “It gave our weekly meetings more focus. Made what we were achieving 

more visible.”  

“A great way to make us accountable.”  

“People made more time and tried hard.”  

“Gave us a sense of direction, improved engagement levels of team 

members.”  

“It added another element to the work we are already doing.”  

“I didn’t see any negative changes in behaviour, only positive ones.”  

A common theme was the increased focus and sense of direction for the team and an 

improved engagement from teachers. Diving deeper into this experience, Annabel and Leanna 

described the changes in behaviour and interactions they experienced and witnessed:  

“It was good, from engaging us a team and having us collaboratively kind-

of meet and make time to work with one another, we did do more than what 

I have done throughout the year. So it was good for that, getting us to work 

together.” – Annabel, interview  
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“I think it gave our regular check-ins a bit more focus. So, rather than just 

meeting once a week and ‘Hey. What are you doing? What are you doing?’, 

i t's like "Right. Well, who's got some feedback this week?" So, it really, 

actually, I think it helped to give a bit more structure, and not formality. It 

wasn't anything to do with formality. Just more of, it was just good hearing 

who'd had feedback that week. Who'd done the Facebook post, or whatever. 

Rather than just ‘Oh. Do I have to do that again?’, it was like ‘Well, who's 

gonna do the next one?’ So, it gave us a few goals to tick off, 'cause the 

weeks can go by really quickly, but by having those goals, and knowing 

‘Well. I've done mine’, I can tick off my part of being a team. When it 

comes around to my turn again, rather than always feeling like you're the 

one putting your hand up.” – Leanna, interview 

These two interview excerpts demonstrate the focus and structure that the gamification gave 

to the teachers’ regular meetings and motivated them to make progress on team goals each 

week. Both Annabel and Leanna enjoyed the collective focus on goals, with Annabel stating 

that the team achieved more in the three months of gamification than during the entire 

previous year. Leanna also stated that she liked the shared responsibility for achieving team 

goals, using the Facebook post as an example of sharing the responsibility across the team. 

Similarly, LF team leader Thomas felt that the gamification gave him a mechanism to manage 

the group and weekly meetings in a more structure and positive way.  

Researcher: “So, overall, how did you find the gamification in the last term 

that we've been using it?” 

Thomas:  “Really good I think, I've got probably two perspectives. The 

first is from a leadership point of view with the team. I thought 

it was a really good touchstone, I think I mentioned that 

before. It was something we connect with each week and we 

talk about, and for me, again, a really good vehicle to see 

where people were going and to see if people needed some 

extra support, or, I suppose, it just gave me, I don't want to say 

early intervention, but I could see earlier than perhaps before, 
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if there was someone who might've been struggling or been 

really busy or whatever. I also really liked that it was visual 

thing too, I connected with that really strongly. It's really 

helped me in my planning for next year around some things 

that are working well, and some things that we need to focus 

on. Yeah, so I found it really positive. And I didn't find it too 

intrusive either. Once it was up and running, I found it was a 

really easy.” 

Thomas found that the gamification gave him and the team a structured way to manage their 

work as well as a way to inject positive energy into the team. He described the benefits as 

being a great anchor or ‘touchstone’ for the group to discuss their progress towards team 

goals and allowing him to receive a regular and even early sense about group needs.  

5.4.3.2 A negative gamification experience 
Whereas the majority of teachers found the application of gamification to their workplace 

positive, one teacher was not comfortable with the experience: 

Mary:  “I didn't really engage with it a lot, I think it went against my 

personality, everything out there to show and the reward 

system and everything like that. Kind of actually disengaged 

me quite a lot. It's not that I don't think it's a cool concept. It's 

just I don't think a concept that works for me. And it's 

probably in a way something that I learnt about myself. That, 

that's not what triggers me. And it kind of scares me and 

intimidates me. So, I don't like a lot of public praise or things 

like that, I kind of I'm happy to work really hard and push 

myself forward but I'm a quiet achiever.” 

Researcher: “Is that something you discovered right from the start, or was 

it more like getting stronger as it went?”  

Mary: “I kind of knew at first, because I was really just not getting it, 

but I found when I went to the meetings, I was more happy. I 
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liked participating and hearing what the others had done and 

listen to what they'd shared. I didn't think ‘Oh I don't want to 

hear what, oh listen to that person talking themselves up’, it 

wasn't anything like that. I really loved them sharing what 

they were doing. And then offering ideas on how they could 

further their own projects.”  

Here Mary expressed her dislike for public praise and her disengagement with the 

gamification experience because of this. She stated that she did enjoy the meetings and 

hearing about other’s projects and sharing ideas with them. Further into the interview, it 

becomes clear that an underlying issue for Mary is that her project was not going well:  

“I think as well personally, like my project this year hasn't gone up. Last 

year was so successful and this year, with not having the time and then 

finding myself with the cohort that I had and the change of everything for 

me, being away from where I was working, didn't allow me to work on it 

the way I wanted to. So, I guess as well, had I have had something more 

embedded to there, I could share out to everyone and offer them help.  

“……So again, personally it wasn’t for me, because it wasn't going 

anywhere, I didn't have anything like that either. So maybe if I had have 

done this last year, when I really felt like it was building and there was 

momentum behind it and teachers were learning from what I was showing 

them, and it was improving things. Then I think I probably would have 

enjoyed it more. But for myself, I felt like I was failing anyway because I 

couldn't do what I wanted to do.” 

For Mary the gamification experience exposed and publicised her failing project to the LF 

team. While care was taken in the design to only focus on team-based goals and not track 

individual activities and progress, Mary felt bad when she could not be seen to be contributing 

to the team goal progression. While Mary did not find the experience positive for herself, 

stating that it ‘goes against my personality’, she conceded the benefit for others and her 

enjoyment of participating in meetings and that, if her project had gone better, her experience 
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may have been different. While Mary was the only one of the team who felt this way, her 

response illustrates an important point about the nature of visually tracking progress.  

So while there was deliberately no direct competition built into the gamification design, the 

participant Mary still experienced negative social comparison. The gamification design was 

positive and effective at the team level, even though it resulted in one negative experience. 

This single negative experience is however an important consideration for future designs. It 

can be a double-edged sword in that the regular tracking and visualising of progress can boost 

engagement and energy, but that it can also have the opposite effect on some individuals.  

5.4.4 Challenges and potential improvements  
Several challenges and potential improvements were identified during the post-gamification 

interviews and questionnaires, including the placement of the board and the timing of the 

implementation in the busiest time of year. The majority of teachers wanted to see the 

gamification continued.  

5.4.4.1 The placement of the board could be improved  
Teachers felt that the placement of the board could be improved to raise its visibility to other 

Shoalhaven teachers. In addition, most teachers expressed interest in a digital platform. Ben 

explained: 

“I think, overall, I didn't really notice it too much. I think because a lot of 

stuff we do we tend to do anyway. I think, yeah, the idea of having some of 

the charting of how we're going, that kind of stuff, was a good idea, but I 

think just maybe changing the implementation. What I was saying before 

was maybe having something online or easier access. It might work at 

another school where more people would go through the main staff room, 

but with where the board is at the moment we only ever do our whole staff 

little morning teas once every two weeks. Once every two weeks, people 

might happen to go around a corner and might be able to see it on the wall.” 

– Ben, interview 

While Ben saw benefit in the visual display of team goals or ‘charting’, he raised concern that 

the physicality and position of the gamification board was not visible or accessible enough. 
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He expressed desire for a digital or part-digital platform that is more active in prompting 

teachers through virtual reminders and updates.  

Thomas and Leanna also mentioned the sub-optimal placement of the board, with both stating 

that it was ‘tucked in a corner’: 

Thomas:  “Sometimes I felt the placement of the board wasn’t ideal. I 

feel like it's kind of stuck in the corner, and the way our school 

is designed, not many, or not as many people, use the main 

staffroom.”.   

Leanna: “It was kind of just tucked around the corner there, which 

Thomas and I looked at that spot and said there was probably 

going to be the most traffic going past there. I don't know 

what the answer is, as far as the space, but it really needs to 

have a place that's really valued. At the moment, it's hard to 

even walk around that room, 'cause there's furniture on the 

side, and whatever. So, that lends itself to feeling chaotic, 

anyway. If we could find a good spot, at the beginning of the 

year, or go to a digital format, or something. The onus is on 

people to check, but then are they more likely to check it in 

the digital platform, from their desk, than they are to actually 

walk up, and look at it on a wall? I don't know.” 

The decision about best placement of the board was left to Thomas and his team and not 

dictated by the researcher. Teachers interacted with the board weekly during the meetings but 

felt that it was not accessible enough at other times during their workday, given the large size 

of the school. Teachers suggested that a digital platform would improve accessibility.  

5.4.4.2 The busiest time of the year  
A challenge experienced by the LF teachers during the research period was that Term 4 (the 

last quarter of the calendar year) is a very busy time of year, which includes report writing, 

concluding classes and pre-Christmas holiday activities. Annabel explained why Term 4 was 

challenging for her and limited her engagement with the gamification experience: 
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“I found it difficult that it was in term four 'cause I would have liked to have 

engaged with things more and work on those goals, but Term Four's just a 

really bad time. I think I said this before, but our workloads are so different 

across the school. In primary, we lost all of our release time for these 

planning days, so I didn't have any time off class at all, for anything. I'd like 

to try it again, but at the start of the year. I just feel like Term Four was 

probably just not the best time 'cause I think everyone would have 

embraced it more. Like, fresh people coming in, new expectations. Like, 

setting the scene.” – Annabel, interview 

Annabel outlined the additional burdens on teachers in this quarter that led to her having even 

less time than usual. She was positive about the gamification experience in the rest of her 

interview and here expressed a desire to continue the gamification experience in the upcoming 

term at the start of the new year. 

Whereas several teachers mentioned the busyness of this time of year as a challenge to their 

engagement with the gamification experience, LF leader Thomas believed that this was 

instead a testament to the effectiveness of the gamification design. Here is an excerpt from his 

post-gamification interview:  

Thomas:   “The one thing I wanted to add as well was, I'll be honest, I've 

been really, really impressed with the amount of traction it's 

gotten in Term Four. November's like, it's berserk, right? And 

we started this in October. So, the core of the work has been 

happening through the busiest part of our year.  

“And, I didn't expect to get as much buy-in as we did, in the 

busiest time of the year. I think that's actually really important 

to note, because there's something around that, in the sense 

that I asked the staff to do something new in term four, which 

we never do. But I did start from presuming they can do it, but 

even for a whole school, the feedback, the positivity around it 

for a term full project, it’s been really, really impressive. That 

can't be understated, because Term Four is sort of sacred. You 
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don't mess with it. Not that we messed with it, we brought in 

something new. I asked my team to do something different, 

even if it was bit of eyebrow raising along that. I think that's 

really important and from a manager's point of view, the fact 

that we knocked off all 20 [face-to-face meetings], that's just 

incredible.” 

Researcher:  “Why do you think that is?” 

Thomas:  “I don't know. That's what's interesting to me. I think for your 

research, if you did something in your organization in the 

busiest time and it’s still got traction, you almost say to 

yourself that's worth double. I think it's because there's some 

value to it. I think that it's valued by the team and maybe it 

was just my sheer force of will.”. 

Thomas was effusive about the value he and his team gained from gamification experience, 

especially given the time of year. He explained that Term 4 is notoriously busy and that new 

processes were not typically implemented in this quarter. He expressed his pleasant surprise 

with the amount of traction the gamification got with his team and his delight in achieving the 

team goal for 20 face-to-face- meetings, stating that the success of the gamification should be 

considered ‘worth double’. 

5.4.4.3 The majority of teachers want to see gamification continued 

When asked “Would you like to see gamification continued in the Learning Frontiers 

program?” in the post-gamification questionnaire, the majority of teachers (67 %) said yes, 

mostly to continue the benefits and to explore its potential further. The remaining 34 % 

responded “Maybe”. When asked why participants gave their response, participants gave the 

following responses:  

 “It was fun, but still professional.” 

 “We do this thing for kids all the time, it’s cool to do it for ourselves.”  

“The best feedback was from the kids!”  

 “This makes my report writing easier, ha-ha.”  
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“It wasn’t too much on top of my work.”  

“I want to try it again; Term 4 was a hard time to try something new.” 

The responses summarise well the experience explored in depth in this analysis by 

highlighting the innovative nature of gamification in this context and the teacher’s motivation 

of connecting with student learning. They also show the appropriateness of the design for the 

context, particularly the lack of additional time burden and assistance with LF program 

requirements. Those who indicated ‘maybe’, gave these reasons:  

 “I liked the initial planning but didn’t notice it too much. It didn’t give me 

a sense of urgency.”  

“I didn’t enjoy it very much.”  

“I felt bad when I didn’t have anything to share at the meeting.” 

These comments also summarise well some of the challenges experienced in this 

implementation, particularly the busy time of year and the individual teacher who did not 

enjoy not being able to share about her failing project.  

When asked whether they had any other comments, several teachers expressed their thanks 

and gratitude for being part of the gamification and design process:  

 “Thank you so much for the connection and contribution, the project was 

helpful without being intrusive, and has sparked some genuine interest 

across the school in the process.”  

“Thank you, it was a great experience.”  

“Thank you so much!!” 

These questionnaire responses in conjunction with the positive benefits reported by teachers 

in their interviews substantiate the overall positive reaction to the gamification experience, 

noting some challenges and areas for improvement.   
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5.5 Post-gamification activity system   

The changed LF activity system after the three-month implementation period is illustrated in 

Figure 10. The systemic tensions identified pre-gamification are now mapped again post-

gamification, and any change depicted using colour – green colour shows a system tension 

that has been fully resolved, orange a systemic tension that has been reduced, and red a 

systemic tension that remains. Each systemic tension is discussed briefly below.  

a) Needing to apply to take LF time – resolved. This barrier was removed after the Design 

Lab and before the implementation of the gamification. Because it was identified as part of 

the workplace CHAT-DBR gamification design process used, this tension was able to be fully 

resolved by removing this rule prior to implementing the gamification design.  

b) Managing LF with other duties – reduced. Teachers continued to have to manage their 

LF projects with their other teaching duties, a tension that will likely always exist. However, 

this tension was reduced because teachers made more progress on their projects during the 

gamification period than prior and did so without feeling like the projects were an additional 

burden.  

c) Lack of communication between LF team – resolved.  Teachers felt aware of each other 

projects and connected as a team. This was a source of frustration pre-gamification and 

through the Design Lab and the weekly meetings in front of the gamification board, teachers 

felt connected and informed post-gamification.  

d) Lack of promotion to the school and community - reduced.  The feeling of lack of 

promotion and communication with parents and other teachers was reduced, as the 

communication was structured and more regular when using the gamification. 

e) Frustration when it feels like object is not being achieved – reduced.  The tensions of 

frustration because the object was not being achieved was reduced, because teachers gave 

more focus and time to their LF projects when using gamification than in the previous terms 

without gamification 

 



   

144 

 

Figure 10. Shoalhaven activity system, post-gamification 

A comparison of the pre- and post-gamification questionnaire responses and system tensions is 

provided in Table 4. Questionnaire respondents in the pre-gamification questionnaire were 7 

(the whole team) and in the post-gamification questionnaire were 6.  

 Pre-gamification Post-gamification  
Number of 
respondents 

N=7 N=6 

How do you feel 
about being part 
of the LF team? 

87.5 % extremely positive (6) 
12.5 % somewhat positive (1) 

100 % extremely positive (6) 

How do you feel 
about the use of 
gamification in 
your team? 

85 % excited (6) 
12.5 % unsure (1) 
 

n/a 

Mediating artefacts
• Communication tools, e.g email, 

social media
• Teaching tools, e.g. software 

and physical objects

Community
• Other LF teachers
• Teachers
• Parents
• Students

Division of labour
• LF manager role
• Sharing teaching 

responsibilities
• School Principal

Rules
• Daily teaching 

responsibilities
• Self-generated 

goals for LF 
projects

• Termly report to 
Principal

Subject
LF teachers

Object
Use new 
technologies 
and practices in 
class

Outcome
Students are 
learning

Tension
• Frustration when it 

feels like the object is 
not being achieved 

Tension
• Needing to apply for 

LF time
• Managing LF with 

other duties 

Tension
• Lack of communication 

between LF team
• Lack of promotion to 

rest of school and 
parents
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 Pre-gamification Post-gamification  
What shifts in 
behaviour did you 
see? 

n/a Increased engagement and motivation 
Improved positive team interactions 
Improved culture 
Increased productivity 
Increased communication 
Better clarity on LF goals  
More focus in meetings  
A sense of progress 
 

Systemic tension 
a) 

Needing to apply to take LF time Resolved  

Systemic tension 
b) 
 

Managing LF with other duties 
 

Reduced  

Systemic tension 
c) 

Lack of communication between 
LF team 
 

Resolved  

Systemic tension 
d) 

Lack of promotion to the school 
and community 

Reduced  

Systemic tension 
e) 

Frustration when it feels like 
object is not being achieved 
 

Reduced  

Should your team 
continue with 
gamification? 

n/a 67 % yes (4) 

Table 4. Shoalhaven pre- vs post-gamification comparison   

This table shows an increase in positive affect towards being part of the LF team, going from 

87.5 % extremely positive before the gamification to 100 % extremely positive post-

gamification. This is likely as a result of the increased focus on team goals and increase 

cohesion experienced by the team, as well as potentially the design process itself. Many 

positive shifts in behaviour were observed, with only one participant disliking the experience 

for herself. The system tensions in the activity system were all improved, with two tensions 

being resolved and three reduced.  
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A key question then is whether this change in activity system is the result of the gamification 

or of other variables that have affected the system over time. While it is impossible to be sure 

which variables have created this change, given that the gamification intervention was 

specifically designed to address these tensions and overlayed the interactions in the system, it 

can be said that the gamification strongly influenced the change in activity system. This is 

supported by teacher feedback during the interviews and questionnaires.  

5.6 Conclusion 

The final section of this chapter provides a summary of this case study and the gamification 

design as well as an assessment of the success of the gamification in producing the desired 

results in the activity system. A preliminary assessment of the three research questions and 

expectations is provided, and the chapter concludes with key insights and learnings the 

Workplace Gamification Design Process. 

5.6.1 Summary and assessment   
Learning Frontiers (LF) teachers were enthusiastic about their work and felt empowered and 

supported to experiment with new technologies and teaching practices. The key challenge was 

finding time to work on LF projects and regular teaching duties. Teachers wanted to connect 

with each other and share their projects more with the rest of the school.    

Given the collaborative nature of the group, the focus of the gamification was on team 

progress to increase motivation for team goals, such as sharing updates with the school and 

showing other teachers new technologies. Team goals were chosen and represented as 

progress bars. To recognise effort and the qualitative benefits of the LF program, a ‘Wall of 

Awesome’ was introduced to give teachers a way to show appreciation for each other and to 

share feedback from students and teachers.  

Overall, teachers were positive about the gamification experience, reporting that it gave the 

group more focus and increased team cohesion while not adding time or administrative 

burden. Systemic tensions of lack of time to spend on LF projects and lack of communication 

were resolved, and tensions about lack of communication and promotion and frustration when 

objectives were not being achieved were reduced.  
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The gamification experience can be deemed highly successful from an employee engagement 

perspective, with all but one teacher finding the experience positive and beneficial for the 

group. Improvements for future iterations can include a digital format to increase 

accessibility, trialling the gamification in a less busy time of year and for a longer period of 

time. The majority of teachers want to see gamification continued in their workplace.  

5.6.2 Preliminary assessment    

Each of the three research questions is briefly evaluated based on the gamification results in 

this context. 

Research expectation 1a: CHAT can be used to identify and map the effects of workplace 

gamification on the activity system (theory).  

CHAT was useful to map the effects of gamification on the system and visually represent the 

tensions that were resolved and reduced through the workplace gamification design. The 

overlay of the gamification experience onto the CHAT triangle is an appropriate method to 

view game mechanics in the workplace context and represent the practicalities of connecting 

with the various workplace practices.  

Research expectation 1b: CHAT provides a basis for data collection and analysis that can 

inform meaningful workplace gamification design (practice).  

Research expectation 2: Gamification can provide meaningful engagement in the workplace 

when it is tailored to the organisational context.  

The gamification experience was tailored well to this workplace and provided meaningful 

engagement for LF teachers. This is evidenced by the success of the results such as team 

goals and the addressing of all of the systemic tensions in this activity system. In addition, the 

design was appropriate for the context in terms of not being an additional time burden and 

fitting in to the weekly cadence of the workplace.  

CHAT provided a suitable basis for data collection that informed the workplace gamification 

design, for example in the identification of the rule of needing to apply for LF time. Mapping 

this tension in the pre-gamification research as a key issue enabled/facilitated its removal 

prior to the implementation of the gamification experience.  



   

148 

This preliminary assessment of the outcomes of the gamification against the research 

expectations is that all three are supported and affirmative. This will be further assessed in the 

cross-case comparison in Chapter 8. 

5.6.3 Learnings for CHAT and the Workplace Gamification Design Process 
Reflecting on the gamification design, implementation and outcome of the Shoalhaven LF 

activity system, it is evident that CHAT provided a useful way of mapping the change in the 

system pre- and post-gamification. From a personal gamification design point of view, it was 

refreshing and interesting to create a non-competitive, non-point-based gamification 

experience. As points, badges and leaderboards are over-used mechanics, I enjoyed creating 

an experience that deliberately did not use these mechanics.  

The collaborative part of the design process was critical to understanding the principles and 

mechanics that the gamification experience needed to include. For example, the time-poor 

nature of teachers and their desire to connect with each other and their students required a 

focus be placed on generating qualitative and affective feedback and appreciation as part of 

the experience. While the mechanics of the hexagons and Wall of Awesome are simple, they 

provided a sense of meaning for the teachers and a way to capture feedback over time. In 

addition, teachers mentioned explicitly how much they enjoyed the Design Lab as a way to 

reflect as a group and develop a positive way to achieve team goals. While these benefits are 

difficult to measure objectively, the importance of these moments and interactions should not 

be underestimated from a psychological and affective perspective.  

The final reflection to be made concerns the energy and enthusiasm of the project sponsor and 

team leader. Thomas was open and responsive and an important driver in the ongoing 

implementation of the gamification experience.  

Lessons learnt for the gamification design process can be summarised as follows: 

● The co-design of the gamification experience with employees is critical to the success 

of the gamification experience.  

● Even simple mechanics can have an important effect on the employee experience.  

● The project sponsor’s engagement and enthusiasm for the project is an important driver 

in the implementation and success of the gamification intervention.
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Chapter 6:  
Case Study 2: Ruby’s restaurant 

The case study of the second of the three organisations that participated in this research is 

described in this chapter. It details the case study in four parts. The first is a pre-gamification 

description (Section 6.1), a CHAT analysis of the organisation’s activity system and a 

summary of intervention points to be addressed through gamification, using the constant-

comparative method (6.2). The second part outlines the gamification design and the 

implementation processed in this context (6.3). The third part details the post-gamification 

case study results and CHAT analysis to present any change in the activity system (6.4), and 

the fourth part is a reflection on the success of the gamification in this context (6.5) and key 

insights for the Workplace Gamification Design Process (6.6).  

This case study was conducted in a restaurant workplace over a six-month period from July 

2017 to January 2018 in Canberra, Australia. The gamification experience was implemented 

for three months with nine restaurant employees participating. Pseudonyms were assigned to 

all participants and organisation names to maintain confidentiality and anonymity, and some 

elements of images have been redacted to ensure the confidentially of the organisation and 

participants.   

6.1 The Ruby’s activity system, pre-gamification 

6.1.1 Case study description  

6.1.1.1 The organisation  

Ruby’s is a family-owned restaurant business and has built a brand around local cuisine and 

homely atmosphere. Their mission is echoed by staff in the pre-gamification questionnaire 

when asked to describe Ruby’s purpose: 

“Be the world's best catering/service supplier for country style dining.” 

“Provide customer service and a dining experience using local produce.” 

“Providing good and wholesome food & wine in a relaxed friendly 

environment.” 
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“To provide perfect service and create an amazing dining experience for its 

customers.” 

These responses show a common theme of a focus on customer service and the dining 

environment, with two responses including the environment and location. Several months prior 

to the beginning of this study, a new manager, Pedro, had been hired as well as several new 

staff. In his pre-gamification interview, Erika described this recent change to the staff as a 

‘trouble period’: 

Erika: “The staff's great, like the team, the floor staff is good. We had a 

trouble period for a while, but they're kind of settling into how things 

work. So, we're working really well right now.” 

Researcher: “Can you tell me a little bit about the trouble period?” 

Erika: “Well, pretty much we hired a lot of new staff after the renovation’s, 

with no experience. And it just wasn't a good gel. And we had some 

issues with managers that have gone and it was just not a good team, 

whereas now it's kind of sorted itself out. We are pretty new, I guess, 

maybe four or five months ago, we've got all, most of them would be 

new from around then.” 

Erika gave the sense that the team dynamics had recently undergone change and that the 

current restaurant staff were relatively new to Ruby’s, noting that these issues had settled of 

late.  

6.1.1.2 About the restaurant workplace team  

The Ruby’s restaurant was primarily open on weekends and employed a dozen staff, 

including casual waitstaff, a permanent office manager, restaurant managers and chef. Overall 

Ruby’s was described as a positive place to work with staff reporting a strong feeling of team, 

and staff having friendships outside of work hours. The responses to the pre-gamification 

questionnaire question “How would you describe the team at Ruby’s?” show this: 

“It’s a family-run business, and you can really feel that.” 
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“This place is a lot better than others I’ve worked at.” 

“Family, efficient, hard-working” 

“People are happy to step in and help each other” 

“Reliable, fun, relaxed” 

Staff described the team using warm words such as ‘family’, ‘happy’, and ‘relaxed’, and 

emphasised the support and relationships in the team. When asked how staff felt about 

working at Ruby’s in the pre-gamification questionnaire, the response was 50 % positive, 25 

% neutral and 25 % somewhat negative.  

A key contributor to the staff’s positive experience at Ruby’s was the relationship they had 

within the team. Staff felt that they had a supportive and friendly team around them as they 

work, which was supported by the broader Ruby’s atmosphere and culture.  When asked what 

staff enjoyed the most about their workplace, their responses were largely focussed on their 

colleagues: 

“We’re a close-knit team, we hang out outside of work” 

“Flexible and consistent work” 

“The learning environment” 

“It’s laid back and pleasant here” 

“The waiter/floor staff team” 

“The people!” 

Lance further elucidated on this sentiment in his pre-gamification interview: 

“The work culture, employee side, is very laissez faire. We're very laid 

back, we’ll have a joke with each other. And then, with regards to 

customers, we try to maintain a more up-market persona. So, it's almost 
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split with that, but we do definitely know the difference between work and 

play, which is always really good. And in this industry can sometimes be 

rare to come by. We're very close. We only do a la carte on the weekends, 

so you essentially just have weekend staff, and then occasionally one or two 

of them will do during the week. My best friends are now these people, 

because Tuesday night is our weekend, so we'll go and have dinner, and 

have some drinks. And we'll pretty much organize everything with each 

other. We're very close as a team. We call ourselves the Ruby’s Fam.” – 

Lance, interview 

Lance viewed his colleagues as close friends and described the team as a family, including 

their out-of-work activities together. He also described the casual and friendly atmosphere in 

the team, though emphasised that quality work was still completed.  

Tamara echoed this closeness, describing the team as ‘good mates’ and the team’s willingness 

to support each other when work becomes stressful. 

“We're all really friendly. We're all good mates. We hang out outside of 

work all the time. I remember when my, it was my trial shift and I was 

invited out to dinner with everyone. So, we have each other's backs for sure. 

There are definitely little jokes and things like that. Obviously, not everyone 

gets along with everyone else as well as some other people might, but, in 

general, we're all good mates. I mean, we back each other up and help each 

other out and we understand each other’s issues, if we have a shitty 

customer or we're just stressed. We understand and so we're willing to just 

help out or lend a shoulder to cry on or whatever.” – Tamara, interview 

This excerpt clearly shows the strength of the relationships between the team, and their 

willingness to support and help each other.  

Overall Ruby’s as a workplace was described by staff as positive and friendly with staff 

considering each other more as friends than colleagues. This attitude came through strongly in 

both the interviews and questionnaire responses. This team dynamic may have been 

influenced by several factors, including the younger age demographic of the staff, the nature 
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of restaurant work, the rustic atmosphere, the remote country location of the restaurant, as 

well as the cultural management of the team and organisation over time.  

6.1.1.3 Tensions to be addressed and considered in the gamification design 
Despite the strong personal bonds, some tensions existed in this workplace. These included 

daily challenges typical to this type of business and industry as well as Ruby’s-specific 

tensions around manager and staff communication and relationships. Restaurant workplaces 

have unique cadence and challenges to other workplaces, including shift work, casual 

workers, time-related services and more.  

Tension 1: Daily challenges included communication and mistakes  

The daily challenges Ruby’s faced are normal to the restaurant industry, including making 

mistakes in orders, focussing only one one’s own restaurant section and not seeing the bigger 

picture of the whole restaurant, and lack of communication between staff when busy and 

stressed. There is also a factor of unpredictability of customers, which can impact the staff 

experience. Contrasting what the team perceived to be a good day and a bad day shows the 

factors and behaviours that contribute to the experience at work. Good days were 

characterised by staff being on-task and making minimal mistakes, having a good attitude and 

communication between staff, and happy customers and kitchen.  

Lance described a typical workday that includes challenging customers:  

“Everyone's an expert on cooking, so everyone knows what a medium rare 

steak looks like. So if they don't think it's medium rare, they ask us. And if 

we ask the kitchen, the kitchen might respond that it is. So we’ll go to the 

table and they'll say it isn't. How would you like it done? Stuff like that, 

because those extra ten minutes where we have to worry about something 

like that, that we can't spend with other people. Then they get flustered, and 

so we get more flustered, and then the whole thing snowballs into a huge 

event. Generally, we're pretty good with diffusing situations, so if 

someone's upset, we can talk to them or offer them a round of drinks or 

something like that. So we're pretty comfortable doing that. That almost 

always solves the problem, too.” – Lance, interview 
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Here Lance described the waitstaff’s role in liaising between the kitchen and customer to 

ensure customer satisfaction, and the flow-on effects to other customers. It also shows the 

problem solving required to diffuse a potentially negative dining experience before it 

‘snowballs into a huge event’. 

Relatedly, Timothy described a recent example when poor communication and planning 

resulted in a stressful experience for staff.  

“We had a dinner a couple weeks ago, which is a special event, and we had 

a whole meeting before it started with the staff, the front of house and 

kitchen said ‘this is how we're going to do it, this is how we're going to do 

the dockets, how we're going to order the wine parings and which course’ 

and stuff like that and we're like ‘terrific’, and then the moment the first 

guest walked in, no one did any of that and the night was just a catastrophe. 

People were frustrated that night, but that was why. I did one last night, and 

it went well, because we stuck to the plan from the get-go. It just didn't 

happen.” – Timothy, interview 

Timothy’s example shows how easily a shift could turn from planned to stressful. He also 

hinted at the negative staff experience of feeling frustrated and the cumulative negative 

interactions turning into a ‘catastrophe’, which mirrors the snowball metaphor used by 

Lachlan.  

When asked to speculate when poor communication and mistakes in service occur, Tamara 

suggested that it occured due to lack of staff for the number of customers which can occur 

through walk-in customers, weather, or insufficient staff rostered on for the shift. 

“Usually, that happens when we're understaffed because we want to 

maintain a particular standard and when we're understaffed it's hard to 

maintain that and keep up the kind of friendly rapport with the customers 

because you're too rushed. You're just kinda like, setting down plates or just 

taking all of the orders... yep, cool done, on to the next one. That can be 

really stressful or when a lot of unexpected things happen. Say we have like 

a massive table come in, just out of nowhere or if it starts raining and we 
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have people outside and just like when things just don't go to plan. I get a 

little bit stressed. I don't know about other people, but I'm just one of those 

people where it just kinda has to be right.” – Tamara, interview 

While these daily challenges of lack of communication and mistakes in orders are typical for 

this type of industry and business, they affect staff experience and performance in the 

workplace. The more significant factor in gamifying staff engagement however is 

understanding which tensions are unique to Ruby’s.  

Tension 2: There is a bias towards negative feedback 

A key tension that emerged from the pre-gamification researcher was a staff-perceived a bias 

towards negative feedback from management. This was reported for in-person feedback 

during shifts as well as the group’s internal social media (Facebook) channel that it used to 

communicate updates, feedback and share weekly online reviews from restaurant-rating sites 

TripAdvisor and Dimmi. Staff stated that this bias could be ‘disheartening’ and 

‘demotivating’. Staff reported wanting a better balance of constructive feedback and 

appreciation for effort and a job well done. This perceived bias also led to staff feeling that 

they could not approach management for fear of reprimand. The negative feedback could be 

disheartening, especially if individuals tried hard and the shift was challenging. This is 

demonstrated by the questionnaire responses about improvements staff would like to see in 

their workplace.  

“We try hard. And then just to get negative feedback feels disheartening.” 

“The Facebook group is just negative, so I stop looking at it.” 

 “I’d like more constructive feedback.” 

“We seem to focus only on the negative reviews. But this is biased, because 

not everyone that has had a good experience will hop online to tell us about 

it.” 

“It would be good if the Facebook chat would also share positive reviews 

and what we did well." 



  

156 

“When I got told at the end of my shift what I did wrong, it makes me feel 

bad.” 

“People know when they make a mistake.” 

“We should focus less on blame and who did it, and more on how to solve 

the problem.” 

“Less of a focus on bad review, more celebrating the work that is done well 

and more acceptable of feedback by management from floor staff.” 

All of these responses clearly show a desire for constructive feedback and the negative affect 

caused by a focus on negative feedback. Erika described this negatively focussed feedback as 

a key source of dissatisfaction. 

Erika: “I think, sometimes, it's too high, I guess nit-picking is a better 

way to put it. I think they're working on it, but there's no 

expectation of service - it's just everything you don't do -  and 

you go home and try and figure it out what you're meant to be 

doing then.” 

Researcher:  “Can you give me an example?” 

Erika: “Well, complaints for instance. All the bad complaints go on 

the Facebook communication page but none of the good ones. 

So it's a very negative page, and yeah we never hear about the 

good ones and it's only about the bad ones. ‘So don't do this’, 

and it's like, ‘What do we do with that?’. That can get 

annoying, especially we're all used to, we've got other stuff 

going on. If we get one bad review in the whole day, who 

really cares? 

A couple of weekends ago we had four staff on because 

everyone was out doing other stuff and that was, going to be 

the worst day ever. We managed and no one screwed up, but 
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of course the one bad complaint about ‘Oh service wasn't that 

attentive’ got brought up, and it was like, we survived! 

(laughter). That was an incredible effort, people were happy, 

at some point, just like let the bad reviews go, people can be 

shit.”  

She described the feedback as ‘nit-picking’ and that only negative customer feedback was 

shared. In addition, she expressed a lack of acknowledgement for the team managing an 

under-staffed shift well, feeling that their ‘incredible effort’ went unnoticed by a single 

negative review.  

Tamara explained that not only was the feedback overly focused on the negative, but that it 

was also unnecessary.  

 “I know that I've done a good job when I haven't obviously made any 

mistakes and things have gone smoothly, but you don't ... it's kind of, you 

know counterfactually that you've done a good job, so you know you've 

done a good job because you know you haven't done a bad job. So there's 

no recognition in terms of, hey you, personally, did a great job today and I 

really liked how you did X, Y, Z and it's just kinda like, you didn't screw 

up.” – Tamara, interview  

Tamara judged her good performance at work by a lack of mistakes, when she ‘didn’t screw 

up’. She stated the she knows when she had ‘done a good job’ but felt that there was no 

recognition for her personal efforts. Similar to Erika, she described her desire for positive 

recognition. 

In addition to the feeling of negatively biased feedback from management, staff did not have a 

way to capture or share positive feedback from customers.  

Sharing of negative customer reviews 

A key metric for the business is the restaurant ratings on online rating sites such as 

TripAdvisor and Dimmi, which were checked weekly by manager Pedro and negative reviews 

distributed via the Facebook channel, noting that there was a delay of several hours between 
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the customer’s restaurant experience and when the review was made available to Ruby’s. 

Pedro described the importance of online reviews to how the team is managed.  

“Yeah, they do really base everything off reviews, which is ... It's a good 

thing, but also quite a bad thing. Because usually when someone goes to 

write a review, it's gonna be bad. It's just a general thing. When someone 

writes a review, it's because they have a reason to, which is usually because 

something's gone bad. No one ever really has an extraordinary time and 

goes, ‘I want to share it with the world’." – Pedro, interview 

Pedro explained that the reviews were a critical point of reference for restaurant management 

but acknowledges that these were inherently negatively biased. Despite the importance of the 

reviews, staff had reacted negatively to the way the feedback is managed by Pedro. For 

example, Lance described his experience of this process: 

“We have access to them [review sites], we can just google or put ‘Ruby’s’ 

in Trip Advisor. But if there's any particular negative ones that come out, 

Pedro sends them to us. We have a Facebook communication page. Which 

lets us know ‘this review happened. We need to focus on x, y, z as staff to 

improve on this’." – Pedro, interview 

Lance acknowledged the importance of the reviews as a business metric and described that 

Pedro sent negative reviews via the Facebook group.  

Negative feedback as a managerial style  

This focus on negative feedback appears to had come from the leadership style of the 

restaurant managers, Pedro. Shannon, who had worked at Ruby’s for several years, described 

the difference Pedro’s management style as had in the past few months. 

“There's actually a lot of change, I've found. And not just the change in 

people, but the change in structure. Everything's changed so much. 

Managers, the way managers go about things, it's just so different. In the 

beginning it was a bit more laid-back, there was less structure I would 

definitely say, and I guess you could say we weren't as trained. But now 
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we've got this massive set structure. Yeah, it was with Pedro starting, or 

maybe the previous manager as well, a little bit towards the end. But yeah, 

mainly Pedro though. When he came in there was a lot of structure, which 

makes things a whole lot easier.” – Shannon, interview 

She further stated that Pedro’s management style had affected the workplace environment to 

be stricter and less positive.  

“I definitely reckon ... I wouldn't say it's a negative environment, but it's not 

as positive as what it used to be. I think that's because we're all maybe 

working harder. Because there is that more structure, so there is more 

discipline, and more guidance, I guess you could say. But, yeah, not as laid 

back. Very strict, I'd say. But yeah, not as positive as what it used to be, 

which is a major thing, I'd say.” – Shannon, interview 

In Shannon’s view, Pedro’s focus on structure had brought some efficiencies though had 

created a more negative workplace environment. Timothy shared this recognition and 

contrasted Pedro with a previous manager’s style that was focused on the solution and 

addressing the problem.   

 “It'll be like, ‘You've done this wrong’. Rather than, ‘Okay, we need to fix 

this’. What was really good about our previous manager was he's like, ‘I 

don't care who did it, I just want to know how we can fix it’. And that was a 

good thing, because everyone makes mistakes, I don't mean to make 

mistakes… Instead of worrying about who did what, just get to how we can 

fix it." – Timothy, interview 

Shannon and Timothy evidently attributed the focus on negative feedback to Pedro’s style. 

Erika also contrasted management style, reflecting on Georgia, a second manager who had 

recently been hired to manage functions and weddings.  

“Like Georgia, super positive. She was on last weekend and it was even on 

the note she wrote, ‘thanks for doing a good job’ or ‘have fun’ or stuff like 

that so it's not just ‘Do this, do this, do this’. But she's like trying to be part 
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of the team. That's a big thing, because last weekend that helped out with 

morale quite a bit because she was helping with stuff and trying to the 

positive and motivating and you kind of need that from a manager 

sometimes.” – Erika, interview 

Erika described the effect Georgia had on the team as balancing out the main manager, Pedro. 

Erika fondly recalled the positive feedback and thanks she received. She also briefly 

described the positive impact on staff morale this had at a recent shift.  

It is evident that staff disliked restaurant manager Pedro’s focus on negative feedback. During 

his pre-gamification interview, Pedro shared his frustrations from a managerial point of view. 

When asked what he found frustrating or challenging, he responded: 

“That I get the blame for everything. But with that being said, I take 

ownership. I know the extent of the work and that there is a time 

micromanagement which in a way it has to be because of the size of the 

company I believe.”- Pedro, interview 

Pedro briefly described his challenges in managing the team and feeling blamed by the staff, 

and stated that micromanagement was understandable given the size of the team. When asked 

to describe the changes he would like to see in the team in terms of tasks or behaviours, he 

said: 

“Task, behavior and I mean task, behavior duties is like a synonym but 

more towards the achievements and making them feel that they gave an 

extra not just what it is to service a table, but also to create that experience 

to others. Which I reckon they are understanding just like now, but it's been 

a process of since I started. I have been able to control turnover but the 

people that have a stayed they are still resilient to certain changes. I 

certainly rely on them as per their ideas and listen as much as possible; but 

at times I haven't been able to achieve certain things that they have asked 

for. Either time or the capabilities of the restaurant as well, yeah.” - Pedro, 

interview 
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Pedro would like to increase the standard of the table service to meet the restaurant’s goal of 

creating a premier dining experience. He described the team as resistant to changes, though he 

had made efforts to gather their feedback and ideas, noting constraints such as time or 

restaurant capability. He further described: 

“Or they lack teamwork at times where they just say on this area that 

doesn't affect me, but it's a whole picture and they try to get out of the way 

with certain things. Then I come back to them and I'm following up because 

they need to take ownership of let's say a mistake or some follow-up they 

didn't accomplish to do. They feel that I'm telling them off, but I'm actually 

following up in order to resolve or give a solution to a certain happening.  

They get moody or they get disturbed and they don't want to work anymore, 

and they don't want to be treated like that, and they don't want to be the 

whole thing. I need to be quite approachable with them and to know how to 

land feedback for them, so I don't make them feel bad, because otherwise 

they won't be giving me what I want from them.” Pedro, interview 

Pedro described his desire to have the team work more closely together and see the ‘whole 

picture’ of the restaurant service, rather than simply their section of the restaurant. He also 

acknowledged their demotivated reaction to his feedback, describing them as becoming 

‘moody’ or ‘don’t want to work anymore’. 

The relationship between staff and managers appears to be mediated largely through this 

negatively-biased feedback, and while the manager provided the feedback in order to raise 

service standard and achieve business outcomes, staff did not appreciate the lack of positive 

reinforcement and acknowledgment of their effort and hard work.  

6.1.1.4 Attitude towards gamification 
All participants were relatively new to gamification, not having experienced it before. A 

quarter (25 %) had not heard of the term before, while another 25 % had heard of it but were 

unsure what it was, and 50 % had heard of it but not experienced gamification. When asked 

“How would you feel about gamification being applied in your workplace?” and given 
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options of ‘excited’, ‘hopeful’, ‘unsure’, ‘sceptical’ and ‘dreading it’, half were excited or 

hopeful and the other half were sceptical.  

While games are different to gamification, it is worth noting how familiar participants are 

with game mechanics. The questionnaire responses to “How often do you play games” and 

“What type of games do you play” give some insight into this group’s affinity for games 

(Figures 11 and 12). The majority (71%) of the Ruby’s team played games multiple times a 

week, with the most popular game format being board games (50 %), followed by cards 

games (25 %), and a quarter (25 %) of the group not playing games regularly.  

 
Figure 11. Ruby’s gameplay frequency 

 
Figure 12. Ruby’s gameplay type 

The questionnaire responses show that the Ruby’s group had a strong preference for board 

and card games and that most of them play regularly. Interestingly, none of the respondents 

indicated mobile or video games which may be expected given the younger age demographic.   

6.1.1.5 Gamification components for this context 
The potential gamification components (mechanics, dynamics, rewards, win state, theme) for 

Ruby’s were gleaned from the pre-gamification questionnaire and interview responses with 

teachers. Prizes and physical items were self-reported to be most motivating (42.85 %), when 

asked “What would motivate you?” in the context of applying gamification to their 

workplace. Multiple choice answers to this question were ‘recognition’, ‘prizes and physical 

items’, ‘team challenges’ and ‘other, please comment’. 
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Figure 13. Ruby’s participant motivations 

The majority of staff stated that prizes and physical items would be most motivating for them, 

followed equally by team challenges and recognition (28.57 % each). Further insights into 

these percentages can be gleaned from the pre-gamification questionnaire responses: 

“Things like getting a bottle of wine for selling tasting plates is great… but 

it could be more exciting than that.”  

 “We need to offer instant and immediate rewards, like on that day or that 

weekend.” 

“We could share recognition on the Facebook group or a board up in the 

staffroom.” 

“We can think about performance beyond just the online reviews.” 

“Make sure that the incentives are based on realistic goals and 

achievements.” 

“I like the idea of team-based rewards.” 

These responses show a range of ideas from staff, some focussing on instant and tangible 

items and others about positive and team-based recognition based on realistic targets.  

Additional considerations raised by staff in the pre-gamification interviews were the fairness 

of tasks or activities being gamified and rewarded. Given the specialised roles amongst 

waitstaff including drinks ‘runners’, waitstaff, and the sommelier, staff suggested that 
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gamification activities needed to be completable by all staff. Lance reflected on the challenge 

of gamifying their workplace given the different roles as well as customer preferences: 

“There are a lot of staff who can do tastings, but we do have a sommelier 

who's employed to be the wine taster. So, I'm not really sure. Tasting menus 

is another obvious one. It's another good one because it doesn't depend on 

you as a person, it depends on the customer, so it leaves a bit of chance.” – 

Lance, interview 

Lance suggested upselling tasting menus as an activity because it was non role dependent. 

However, Timothy provided an example of a tasting menu incentive and that it excluded 

certain roles like drinks runners.  

“We had a thing where it was like a chocolate menu which was 5 courses 

with wine pairing and stuff like that and whoever sold the most of that got a 

bottle of wine or something like that. I think that worked well for the people 

on the floor but people in bar and food runners and drinks runners never 

saw any of it.” – Timothy, interview 

Similarly, Tamara referenced the tasting menu upselling and that she did not participate in 

this incentive activity.  

“Pedro tries to incentivize us with selling a particular number of the tasting 

menu. So, I guess that's one thing, but I'm not very good at that ‘cause I 

don't really like pushing things on people and I know that it's a time 

commitment, as well, the tasting menu cause it's like four courses, or like 

with a fifth, sorbet course in the middle. So, it's like a long thing. And a lot 

of people, everyone looks up the menus online, so everyone knows what 

they want when they get here.” – Tamara, interview 

Given the dubious success of tasting menu upselling in the past, Erika suggested recognition 

for a good job would be better.  

“I think it would be recognition for the job overall would be good. Like if 

on a particular day the front section went really well, then it would be good 
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if that person got a bit of a reward for it. 'Cause rewards that are based off 

selling, that doesn't really work in hospitality. No one is going to buy a set 

four course, unless they come here to have a set four course. The rewards 

based on selling, no one really takes seriously, because you're never going 

to be able to do it. But if its stuff like, Barbara gets a lot of compliments for 

coffee and stuff. And there's some people that do go above and beyond in 

the stuff that they do, so a lot of recognition for that kind of stuff would be 

good. But it's not really recognized stuff. There's really no recognition for 

any good job that's done so far, it's just more the critical stuff if people 

screw up.” – Erika, interview 

Erika described the constraints in upselling in a digital world where customers have often 

chosen their meal online prior to dining. Her suggestion for recognition of effort and 

customers service echoes the staff desire for positive recognition from managers and positive 

feedback from customers. She suggested some possible behaviours that can be gamified. 

“I guess, kind of, perhaps doing the jobs that no one really wants to do. 

Volunteering yourself to help someone out or I dunno, going out of your 

way to try and perhaps make a customer’s experience a little bit better so, 

say for example you know that it's a tables' anniversary or something and 

you just give them complimentary drinks without having to make it a thing 

or wait for the official tick or something, I dunno, something like that. Just, 

in general, just being proactive, I guess. That would be pretty cool.” – Erika, 

interview 

Tamara also suggested customer feedback as form of recognition, noting the positive 

customer feedback received on premise and in person as opposed to the online reviews only.  

“It's hard to measure customer ratings because we don't have name tags or 

anything and so, especially on online reviews it's hard to gage who they're 

talking about. But often you can, just cause if you were there on the day, 

you know these are your people so I guess that might be a good incentive as 

well, just to get those good reviews, but it's hard to control good reviews 
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‘cause a lot of people will only give a review if they've had a bad 

experience.” – Tamara, interview 

The desire for positive recognition is clear in their workplace frustrations described earlier as 

well as their suggestions for the gamified experience. In this vein, Erika warned against a 

competitive or rank-based system because of its potential to negatively impact team morale. 

“I think the point system would be harmful, like the rankings and stuff. 

There's some people that are more competitive than others and yeah if you 

start, morale can be a bad thing here. We're friends but morale work can be 

bad when a lot of the feedback we ever get is all negative. I think that would 

be quite a bad hit, with the ranking if you're like, yeah. I think it could be 

quite separating. Maybe like a certificate or something.…. But yeah, I guess 

recognition, even if it’s just this person, you won't get anything from it but 

we just want to celebrate this person for doing this, or something. That 

would be good, because I think then it would provide a little bit of extra 

motivation....it might compensate for the critical voice, if you feel like your 

good work is getting noticed and not just ‘you’re bad’.” – Erika, interview 

The suggestions and constraints provided by the staff demonstrate a desire for recognition in 

relation to their customer service, as well as their concern for fairness to ensure all staff can 

equally participate. This almost certainly was as a result of their close rapport and desire to 

experience more positive interactions within the team and between the team and management.  

6.1.2 Case study summary  

Ruby’s is a restaurant and the focus of this study is on the waitstaff. Overall Ruby’s was 

described as a positive place to work with staff reporting a strong feeling of team, and staff 

having friendships outside of work hours. Staff described the team as ‘close-knit’, ‘a great 

group of people’, and ‘one big family’.  Staff enjoyed the family and country atmosphere of 

Ruby’s, and the beautiful location.  

Tensions included daily challenges in communication and making mistakes in customer 

orders, which result in staff feeling frustrated and stressed. This tension occured due to lack of 

staff for the number of customers which can occur through walk-in customers, weather, or 
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insufficient staff rostered on for the shift. The more significant tension experienced was a bias 

towards negative feedback, including in-person and the social media (Facebook) channel 

stating that it could be ‘disheartening’ and ‘demotivating’. Staff reported wanting a better 

balance of constructive feedback and appreciation for effort and a job well done. This focus 

on negative feedback stemmed from the restaurant manager’s leadership style. The intent of 

the gamification intervention was therefore to increase positive feedback and interactions 

between staff and motivate and reward quality customer service and do so in a role-agnostic 

way that was achievable by all staff.  

All participants were relatively new to gamification, not having experienced it before. Staff 

were open to trying something new to improve their experience at work, though some felt 

unsure about why gamification was being introduced. Staff suggested gamification could be 

used for positive recognition, though cautioned against role-specific targets due to lack of 

fairness and practicality.  

Having provided a case study description of this workplace context, it will now be analysed as 

an activity system using the CHAT framework, using the seven elements on the triangle 

model. This will be followed by a description of the gamification design and then an analysis 

of the workplace and activity system after 3 months of implementation.  

6.2 CHAT analysis of Ruby’s  

The Ruby’s activity system was described and illustrated here with the purpose of using the 

CHAT model to identify and analyse the activity system and tensions within it, as well as to 

make sense of the multivariate nature of a workplace in a systematic and comparable manner. 

The Ruby’s activity system is mapped using the CHAT model below (Figure 14) to 

demonstrate the dynamic interactions between the various elements of the system. Each of 

these elements is described in more detail.  
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Figure 14. Ruby’s activity system, pre-gamification 

6.2.1 Activity 
In this context, the activity was the taking of customer orders, relaying orders to the kitchen, 

serving beverages and food to customers, taking payment, and communicating with other staff 

and managers about the service. The activity can be summarised as restaurant service. 

6.2.2 Object 
The object was to provide a premier dining experience for customers that is befitting of the 

rustic location. This is summarised well by these pre-gamification questionnaire responses 

about the purpose of Ruby’s: ‘Provide customer service and a dining experience using local 

produce’ and to ‘Create a happy environment while delivering high standard service’. 
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6.2.3 Outcome 
The outcome was a profitable and sustainable business. The restaurant’s outcome was to be 

profitable through selling delicious local food and wine through great customer service.   

6.2.4 Subjects 

The subject were the waitstaff, who were primarily university students working at Ruby’s on 

the weekend. Full-time staff included the managers and business owner. The subjects 

considered themselves a close-knit group of friends who supported each other during work 

and even spend time together socially. This had been discussed at length earlier in this 

chapter, so it is summarised concisely by this pre-gamification questionnaire response: 

“We’re a close-knit team, we hang out outside of work”. 

6.2.5 Rules 
Rules governing the activity included rostered work times, processes and procedures in 

service sequence and working different sections of the restaurant. Restaurant manager Pedro 

described the importance of rules in this workplace: “It's just about the manual with the 

standards, processes, HR guidelines and then we could achieve more, not just one property.” 

6.2.6 Community 
The community consisted of current, past and potential customers, including customers at the 

restaurant location and online customers writing or reading online reviews.  

6.2.7 Division of labour 

Division of labour was quite defined, for example, several roles existed in the subjects, being 

waitstaff, food runner, sommelier, barista. Other roles included the managers, kitchen staff 

and business owner. In this activity system, these roles were governed by rules about the 

various duties subjects perform in the workplace.  

6.2.8 Mediating artefacts / tools  

The key communication tool was a social media channel, though the manager and staff also 

communicated through email and phone when rostering shifts. While working, staff interacted 

with several artefacts including the till and EFTPOS machine, reservation diary and restaurant 

map, rosters and payslip system, and dining tools such as cutlery, glasses, and coffee 

machine. 
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6.2.9 Historicity of incentives 
A basic form of incentivisation had been used in Ruby’s in relation to upselling customers on 

‘tasting menus’ or other seasonal promotions, as Lance described: 

“We got this hunter-gatherer thing coming up. It's not written anywhere, but 

if you can get a lot of those, a lot of people signed onto that, because it's a 

huge amount of money to bring in, Sue is often quite happy to give out a 

couple bottles of wine or something like that. And we get a very similar 

system in regards to our tasting menus. Not every weekend at the moment. 

But occasionally, when we need to, we'll up the ante on tasting menus and 

say to people, if you can get ten people to have tasting menus of a day, we'll 

give you a bottle of wine, or a Ruby’s voucher or something like that.” – 

Lance, interview 

Shannon explained that the past attempts for incentives had not worked for everyone as they 

were too role specific.  

“We used to, well, we had this certain ... I don't know what the reward was, 

but it was like whoever sold the most set menus would get something out of 

it. I can't even remember. I had a problem with that purely because not 

everyone had the chance to do that, because there's first staff, they're behind 

the bar, and quite frequently I'm behind the till, because I'm working the till. 

And then the food runner, as well. So it's not an even chance for everyone.” 

– Shannon, interview 

Staff at Ruby’s were familiar with a similar incentive system based on selling food and 

receiving a physical item such as a bottle of wine if a certain amount of the food item was 

sold. It is important to note that this had not been accessible to all staff and had dubious 

success.  

6.2.10 Contradictions and systemic tensions  

There were two key tensions in this activity system, the first being common to the restaurant 

industry and the second being specific to this workplace.  
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a)Daily challenges include communication issues and mistakes. The daily challenges 

Ruby’s faced were typical for this business type and industry and included making mistakes 

in orders, not seeing the bigger picture of the whole restaurant, difficult customers, and lack 

of communication between staff when busy and stressed. 

b) There was a bias towards negative feedback. Staff perceived a bias towards negative 

feedback, including in-person and the social media channel contexts stating that it could be 

‘disheartening’ and ‘demotivating’ for their performance. This focus on negative feedback 

originated from the restaurant manager’s leadership style. 

6.2.11 Intervention points to be addressed through gamification design 
The following is a summary of tensions in the system to be potentially addressed through the 

gamification design (Tables 5 and 6). These were sourced and summarised from interviews, 

questionnaires, and the designer’s experience.  

Ideas for behaviours to be gamified Principles 
● Turning up to your shift on time 
● Helping others 
● Great customer feedback 
● Upselling wine 
● Upselling three courses 
● Selling boards 
● Selling side dishes 
● Asking for help 
● Upselling wine club membership 
● Having a good attitude 
● Communicating, even and especially when 

it’s busy 
● Polishing glasses and silverware 
 

● Balance individual and team competition, 
with the main focus being on team-based 
goals and achievements 

● Ensure that all individual tasks are able to be 
achieved by everyone, so that it is not 
limited to a particular role 

● Focus on the positive, on what people did 
well  

● Celebrate team achievements 
 
 

 Table 5. Behaviours and principles for Ruby’s gamification design 

 

Ideas for mechanics and 
dynamics 

Ideas for reward and 
recognition 

Ideas for the platform  

● A daily or weekend 
award or badge for the 
person who did the best 
– e.g. coolest under 
pressure, best 

● Gift vouchers, such as 
movies, iTunes, books, 
vouchers from suppliers 

● Bottle of wine and other 
alcohol 

● A physical board up 
in the staff room, to 
show progress over 
time 

● A website 
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Ideas for mechanics and 
dynamics 

Ideas for reward and 
recognition 

Ideas for the platform  

communication, 
helpfulness 

● A scavenger hunt where 
we can team up 

● Sections can compete 
with each other 

● Have a customer 
feedback card for each 
table, to get immediate 
feedback and more well-
rounded feedback 

● Have a box for staff to 
put in ’peaks’ and ‘pits’ 
– things that went well 
and could be improved 
that shift/weekend 

● Have a monthly random 
act of kindness 

 

● Free lunch for friends, so 
you can invite them to 
Ruby’s on your day off 

● Have teams and have the 
losing team serve the 
winning team a meal 

● More training or 
advanced training, like 
barista, wine pairing, and 
knowing more about the 
food (and getting to taste 
it) 

● Team dinners out 
● Change the rewards each 

month 
 

● Feedback and 
updates on the 
Facebook group 

● A badge that people 
can wear on their 
aprons  

 

Table 6. Summary of ideas for Ruby’s gamification design 

 

6.3 Ruby’s Gamification design 

Having provided an in-depth analysis of the Ruby’s context through a case study and CHAT 

lens, the gamification design will now be detailed. This includes a description of the design 

and implementation process, stating any deviation from the intended design process and any 

other contextual notes. The design is described by its various components, including 

motivations, win states, mechanics, rewards and the platform used. Designs and pictures are 

provided to provide the reader with visual representations and understanding of the design 

and process.  

6.3.1 The design and implementation process 

After the initial questionnaires and interviews were completed, I produced a report that 

summarised the findings. This included key themes to be addressed, as well as a list of ideas 

and suggestions for mechanics, dynamics, rewards, and principles, presented in Table 5 and 6.  
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6.3.1.1 Gamification design process  
There was difficulty in organising staff for a design session due to overlapping shifts times 

and not all staff being available at a single time. This is illustrated by Pedro’s email 

communication: 

“The team member's availability is quite hard to pair for them at least to be 

on this Friday plus with the long weekend being busy I can't get them all 

together after busy service, once we have our meeting on Friday I will 

cascade this with the team aiming to get together for a workshop.” 

 – Pedro, email communication  

Given this, I recommended a full-day workshop, a half-day workshop with a 1 day drop-in 

Gamification Lab as per the Shoalhaven approach, or a 2 day drop-in lab so that over the 

course of a weekend so that the majority of staff would be able to provide input on the 

insights and provide ideas for the gamification experience. The manager was resistant to that 

idea due to the difficulty in getting all staff together. His response was:  

“Thanks for your email, I had a look at the design workshops options and I 

also think that the second option is preferable organising a maximum of 2-3 

hours workshop outlining the process that we will be taking with the guys, 

summarizing everything as much as possible so we basically explain the 

process of implementation towards the points spoken in the past, up-selling 

maximizing average check, targeting positive reviews on line with higher 

end service and grooming and presentation. 

At this stage the dates provided are a bit challenging as 25th of September 

school holidays start, is there any possibility we can organise a day in the 

week of the 18th - 22nd of September? It would be amazing if we catch up 

beforehand Georgia, you and I so we outline the whole process together and 

on the day of the workshop we explain to the team the aim and we make 

some re arrangement if required.” – Pedro, email communication 
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After several more emails about shifting times and changing dates, Pedro opted to not have 

the design session with the whole group and instead have the design session include only me 

and the two managers.  

“For the design session I would prefer to outline all points Georgia, you and 

myself. Unfortunately, it’s quite hard to get everyone together twice one for 

the design session and another time for the drop-in session as I am quite 

tight in budget for hours and to get everyone together at the same time with 

their availability. 

What we can do I reckon is to use the findings with the interviews and 

questionnaires then we can pinpoint the areas where we can push and get 

the guys to exceed expectations with the incentives we create. Then we can 

cascade that in the drop-in session.” – Pedro, email communication 

After several more changes in times, I met with managers Pedro and Georgia to review the 

findings from the pre-gamification interviews and questionnaires and develop ideas for 

mechanics, rewards and confirm behaviours to be gamified. This session was short due to 

time constraints on their part, approximately 30 minutes, and included several interruptions by 

other staff members and customers, making it challenging to have a flowing conversation.  

After this discussion, I developed prototypes of the gamification experience and shared them 

with Pedro and Georgia prior to the session with staff. The design session was therefore used 

to test and validate the initial prototypes, instead of the intended design with staff. It was held 

on an evening for 2 hours and not all staff attended. I provided an overview of the proposed 

mechanics and the group discussed these. The group reported that they liked the use of badges 

to reward non-role specific behaviours and that the gamification did not seem to add too much 

additional burden to their work. A large part of the discussion was around logistics, such as 

the need to have name tags and pens in order to provide feedback, and where best to place the 

board.  

“I think they're three good core areas, and the best part about them is that 

they're not role-based. We have food runners and drink runners and people 

who get involved with most of these and we can tell that.”- Tamara 
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“Everything else looks really good. It makes a lot of sense. It's not too 

intensive for now and it doesn't add much to us to do.” – Lance  

“I think it looks good. I think it's a good plan. It's a good way of going about 

it. As I said it's not too intensive, it's not too intrusive, yep.”- Timothy 

 
6.3.1.2 Gamification concept development.  

Using the feedback from the staff session, I developed the visual designs and physical 

artefacts for the gamification experience (Photograph 13). This included the design of the 

artefacts first by hand and then digitally, sending them to the manager for final feedback and 

approval, and then printing the materials and putting them into a pack for Pedro (Photograph 

14).  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Photograph 13. Ruby’s concept design 
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Photograph 14. Ruby’s gamification pack provided to manager 

6.3.1.3 Implementation  
Some of the challenges in timing and traction have been described in the design process 

section above. This delay continued throughout the implementation process. For example, it is 

worth noting that getting photos of the staff for badge nominations was also difficult and 

time-consuming. The manager asked staff to send him profile photos, but only a few did. 

Finally, I visited the restaurant to take photos of staff while at work, to speed up the process.  

It also became evident during the implementation process that Pedro had not implemented all 

aspects of the design as per the established designed principles and agreement made with the 

manager. This will be discussed in more detail in the post-gamification section below.  

6.3.1.4 Other contextual notes  
The sub-optimal dynamic between the team and manager was a key tension in this workplace 

activity system. For example, Timothy, at the end of his pre-gamification interview 

mentioned that the intent of the gamification process was communicated more as an audit and 

workplace intervention that a positive staff experience.  
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Researcher: “My last question is, is there anything else I should know, 

anything else you want to tell me, any questions I should have 

asked you and I didn't? Anything else for me?” 

Timothy: “No not really. I'm not sure. Can't really think of anything. 

When Pedro pitched you to us, he sort of implied that we all 

fucked up somehow and this and that, that he was getting 

some outside person to come in and be like 'this is how you 

have to work in a restaurant'.” 

While this tension emerged early as needing addressing through the gamification, it became 

increasingly evident during implementation the influence Pedro had in communicating the 

intent of the gamification to the team. The staff’s resistance in attending design sessions and 

providing profile photos, while partly due to schedules, was also likely affected by their 

relationship with Pedro. In addition, Pedro’s particular focus on running the business meant 

that he did not fully implement the design.  

6.3.2 The design 
The gamification design for Ruby’s was focussed on team behaviours and strengthening the 

great culture that already existed. It used team-based mechanics and focussed on providing 

quality service and good team dynamics, while making it simple and easy to interact with for 

the busy staff members on the weekend shifts.  

Motivations. The underlying motivation for waitstaff was being part of the team and 

delivering quality service. Staff were motivated by providing good service that resulted in 

happy customers and reduced mistakes in orders. Manager motivations were related to 

performance as a restaurant, which included positive customer reviews on the day as well as 

restaurant financial performance.  

Gameplay pattern and win state. The gameplay was based on providing quality service that 

resulted in positive reviews from customers and the wait staff team. These reviews and 

feedback would result in nominations for badges that also let staff choose rewards on a 

fortnightly basis. Simultaneously, the broader business and team goals were made visible to 



  

178 

staff on the board, to draw a connection to the performance of an individual, the team, and the 

business.  

Mechanics and dynamics. The following mechanics and dynamics created the gameplay 

over the 3-month duration.  

• Feedback and nomination cards. Feedback cards from customers, staff, and 

managers were collected at the end of every day (Design 7). Each staff member and 

manager filled out one form per day. These were then put into a box and accumulated 

over a fortnight. These were then reviewed, and badges were awarded to staff 

members each fortnight. Customers filling out cards at the end of their meal gave 

individual staff and Ruby’s management an instant rating about service that day. 

Through the cards, customers were also made aware of and directed to the social 

media and restaurant rating platforms Ruby’s uses. The feedback cards from staff and 

managers provided team acknowledgement and nomination. Team members and 

managers completed a card at the end of the shift and nominated a staff member for 

each of the three behaviours/badges (Design 8). This allowed staff to acknowledge 

each other for outstanding work and attitude and was a fun way to reinforce great 

customer service.  

 

 

 

 

 

Design 7. Ruby’s feedback card 
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Design 8. Ruby’s badge nomination cards 

• Badges.  Three badges were awarded every fortnight based on the Customer Feedback 

Cards and Nomination Cards from staff and managers. The badges were themed to 

encourage and celebrate three core team behaviours in staff and are a way to 

acknowledge great customer service and attitude in a fun and social way (Design 9). 

The Sunshine Badge was for having a positive attitude, smiling, and building rapport 

with customers. The Diamond Badge was awarded for being cool under pressure, 

problem solving, and taking initiative. The Squad Badge was for communicating well, 

helping out others, and being a great team player. 

 

 

 

Design 9. Ruby’s badges 
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● Team Goals. Team goals of an average spend per table and online restaurant ratings 

were set. These were measured monthly, based on business financial reports and reports 

from the online rating platforms. These goals were displayed on the board and each 

month the rating was to be written in the space provided (Design 10). 

 

Design 10. Ruby’s team goals 

 

• Appreciation Cards. Staff could show appreciation, share quotes, and other fun 

messages with each other by writing on Appreciation Cards and sticking them on the 

Board (Design 11). 

 

 

 

Design 11. Ruby’s Appreciation cards 

 

Rewards. Each time a staff member received a badge, they could choose an item from a 

range of rewards. When a staff member received three badges, they could choose from a large 

reward. Fortnightly rewards consisted of gift vouchers, such as movies, iTunes, books, 
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vouchers from suppliers, bottles of wine and other alcohol. Large reward items were available 

to staff who earned three badges include free lunch for friends, team dinners and events. 

Theme. Given the nature of hospitality service and the pride that Ruby’s placed in its food, 

the theme of food service was chosen. This theme manifested in the visual design of the 

poster, including images of food (Design 12). Because the Ruby’s group was casual and 

familial, the waitstaff were open to and content with the idea of having a playful interface and 

theme.  

 
Design 12. Ruby’s restaurant themed visual elements 

 

Platform. The platform was a full-colour A0 poster (841mm x 1189 mm) mounted on foam 

core and displayed in the area where staff clock on and off, so that it is easily visible and 

accessible. The Team Goal had blank space for the manager to write the monthly total on, and 

badges were round pieces of paper of individuals faces that could be stuck on top of the badge 

circle on the poster.  The Appreciation Cards were pieces of paper that were stuck onto the 

space on the poster. 
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 Photographs and designs of the gamification  

 
Design 13. Ruby’s final A0 board design 

 
 
Photograph 15. Ruby’s gamification board in action, with appreciation cards and badges 
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Photograph 16. Ruby’s feedback cards in action 

 

 
Photograph 17. Ruby’s board nomination form in action 

 
The above photograph shows a completed staff nomination form: 

● Sunshine badge nomination: Barbara, for always making customers laugh and smile. 
● Diamond badge nomination: Timothy, for keeping drink order under control 
● Squad badge nomination: Tamara, for letting everyone in on the loop 
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Photograph 18. Ruby’s Appreciation Cards in action 

The above photograph shows a completed Appreciation Card: 

● Timothy and his magnificent tonic water 
● Barbara and her fast pace 
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6.3.3 CHAT gamification overlay 
The gamification design can be viewed as an overlay onto the existing activity system. Figure 

15 shows the blue gamification overlay onto the Ruby’s activity system. The asterisks 

indicate elements of the gamification that were not implemented fully. This figure visualises 

the Ruby’s activity system during the gamification research period, with the gamification 

components acting on the various parts of the system. For example, the Customer Feedback 

Cards affected the interpersonal interaction with customers by asking them to complete them 

after their dining experience as well as making staff more mindful of their service. The 

Appreciate Cards added an additional element to staff interactions throughout their workday. 

 
Figure 15. Ruby’s activity system, gamification overlay 

 
  

Mediating artefacts
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sommelier

• Manager
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• Rostered times
• Service sequence
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sections

• Waitstaff
Exceptional dining 
experience
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6.4 The Ruby’s activity system, post-gamification 

Having provided a detailed description of pre-gamification context, the design process and the 

gamification design for this context, the post-gamification results are provided in this section. 

The structure mirrors the pre-gamification section, which includes the post-gamification case 

study description and CHAT activity analysis. This is followed by a summary of results in 

table format for comparison of key elements of the system pre- and post-gamification. 

6.4.1 Post-gamification case study  
Despite the difficulties in fully implementing this gamification intervention, staff reported a 

positive effect on behaviours, including better customer service and better communication. 

This is summarised in Figure 16 below. 

 
 Figure 16. Summary of Ruby’s gamification experience 

 

6.4.2 Experience of gamification 
Though not all staff were available for post-gamification interviews nor responded to the 

questionnaires, the staff who were interviewed and responded to the questionnaire had 

positive experience of the gamification. Staff felt that they were clearer on team goals, more 

3 months

The overall experience 
was positive for staff

Most players engaged

Once a 
weekend

• Better customer service

• Increased engagement 
and motivation

• Improved positive team 
interactions

• Increased 
communication

• Better clarity on 
Poachers  goals

• No negative impacts 
were observed or 
experienced

Behaviours observed

People engaged 
regularly to :

• See if there was new 
customer feedback

• See who had won 
badges

• Write appreciation cards 
for each other 

All wait staff participated 
from October to 
mid Jan 2018
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aware of their service, and felt closer to the team. This was demonstrated in the post-

gamification questionnaire responses: 

 “Encouraging and appreciating my friends” 

 “It’s made everyone quite positive and complimentary of each other” 

“It juiced the place up a bit” 

The above post-gamification questionnaire responses to the staff’s experience indicate that the 

gamification increase positive feedback and interactions between team members. This is 

positive, given the previous over-reliance on negative feedback and the game mechanics 

deliberate design to enhance peer appreciation.  

It should be noted that the lower response rate to the post-gamification questionnaire could 

indicate a lack of engagement or poor experience of the gamification experience. Or it could 

indicate a lack of interest because the initiative was driven by Pedro. 

6.4.3 Changes in behaviour and perception experienced  

6.4.3.1 Positive changes included peer recognition and customer feedback  

Staff described that they were more conscious of team goals and giving quality service, and 

experienced increased communication among the team. Importantly, there were no negative 

effects of the gamification. In their post-gamification interviews, staff spoke positively about 

the Appreciation Card mechanic and the ability to nominate each other for Badges. Barbara 

described the positive affect of being appreciated by her colleagues.  

“I just liked how it kind of at the end of the day, just having that ... letting 

people know what you appreciated from them. So it kind of helped us in a 

way of what we got out of it from what other people ... it's kind of good in a 

way to know what other people noticed about you as well.” – Barbara, 

interview 

She further described the gamification board as another source of enjoyment and feeling of 

peer recognition. 
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 “The board was cool. The board was just like ... even when you stand there, 

it's just gorgeous to read through what the comments were and what's been 

going on and all of that. That was really cool.”  – Barbara, interview 

Barbara spoke glowingly about reading the comments on the Appreciation Cards, even 

reading other staff’s comments. Similarly, Tamara was enthusiastic about the effect the 

gamification experience had on the team. 

“I really liked it. I think it helped at least build the team a little more with 

regards to encouraging each other and being more mindful of goals and 

things…. It was nice because every week there would be at least one or two 

new appreciation cards on that. In terms of team building and things like 

that, I think it was really effective.” – Barbara, interview 

She described the effectiveness of the gamification in increasing awareness of team goals and 

building the team through encouragement. 

6.4.3.2 Positive and immediate customer feedback 
The Customer Feedback Cards also had a positive effect, providing staff with immediate 

feedback that was both positive and negative. Lance described this effect in his post-

gamification interview: 

Lance:  “I think it worked ... the customer feedback 100 % that 

worked really, really well. Because especially when you go 

online, tend to post negative things. So to actually have that 

input of just easy-to-read feedback was really good. I think 

people ... I know that everyone was like whenever we got a 

new little written up customer comment, everyone wanted to 

know what it said and that sort of thing. So the actual 

temptation was actually pretty large. Everyone wanted to 

know what it said and not have to wait in all of this.” 

Researcher: “Okay. Do you think this is something that Ruby’s should go 

ahead with? Or not?” 
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Lance: “Yeah, I think so. I don't think it's a negative or influence on 

our ... I actually think it ... especially the customer feedback. 

'Cause we had a real issue with the people only going and 

taking the time to write negative things online. Then it made it 

look like we only ever got negative reviews, but you were 

getting that face-to-face is really good. Then to actually have 

something to be this is actually, it isn't all negative, was really 

good.” 

Researcher: “So do you think it balanced out a little bit the positive and 

negative?” 

Lance: “Yeah. It showed more, greater response to the positive 

review. Rather than just dwelling on the mostly negative 

things you get online.” 

Like Barbara, Lance found that the balance of positive and negative that frustrated the team 

pre-gamification was reduced or resolved, stating that it was ‘really good’ to get a ‘greater 

response to the positive review’. He also commented on the team’s engagement with 

customer Feedback Cards and the team’s eagerness to ‘want to know what is said’. Tamara 

corroborated this, stating that the Feedback Cards helped her to reflect on performance. 

“Yeah, I think the feedback cards and the appreciation cards, as well, were 

really good. We got a lot more positive ones than we did negative ones. It 

was just kind of nice to get that feedback on the day, as well, so you know 

which customers you're talking about. You can put a face to a comment 

kind of thing. You can reflect on your own performance and your own shift 

a little bit more effectively.” – Tamara, interview 

Tamara felt that the Feedback Cards not only provided a sense of satisfaction at the end of her 

shift, but that they also helped contextualise the feedback by being able to ‘put a face to a 

comment’. She also remarks on a comedic Card received from a customer. 
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 “I think that was why I liked that so much, because you could see what ... 

There were some funny ones, as well. With one of the menus, it's like the 

polenta dish with beef on top. One lady wrote, "It's polenta, not placenta." I 

don't know what happened there, but it was just hilarious. I don't know. It 

was just kind of nice to get those weird comments every so often and kind 

of bond as a team over them.” – Tamara, interview 

While this particular card did not provide constructive feedback, Tamara recalls it as a 

memorable and funny moment that she and her colleagues bonded over. 

In addition to positive changes, no staff reported negative consequences. 

“We didn’t go downhill at all.” – questionnaire response 

“It was kind of just like ... there was playful competition and stuff like that. 

Where we'd all just banter about it. But I wouldn't say it was negative at all 

in a way.” – Barbara,  

Overall the gamification experience helped in addressing the key tension of negatively biased 

feedback. By implementing a positive feedback mechanics (Appreciation Cards) between 

staff as well as the customer Feedback Cards, the gamification was successful in balancing 

positive and negative feedback. It also provided more immediacy for feedback, rather than 

receiving only negative feedback via the social media channel after the shift, staff could 

receive immediate feedback from customers as well as appreciation within the team.  

6.4.4 Challenges and potential improvements  

Two critical challenges were faced during the implementation of this gamification experience. 

Similar to the challenges described earlier in this chapter about engagement and scheduling 

during the design phase, the design was not fully implemented. In addition, the manager 

Pedro was let go in third month of the research period.  

6.4.4.1 The design wasn’t fully implemented and lacked consistency 

Several components of the gamification were not implemented as intended and agreed, which 

reduced the experience somewhat and resulted in a reduction of the experience over time.  
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Components which were not implemented: 

• Introducing name tags for staff so that customers can give feedback to a specific staff 

member; 

• Badges winners were not consistently announced on the internal Facebook group and 

sometimes not mentioned in person; 

• The Badge printouts were not placed near the board; 

• Monthly team goals for Dimmi/Tripadvisor ratings and spend per table were not 

announced at the end of the month nor written on the board; 

• A display of physical rewards that badge winners can select from was not implemented; 

• Rewards were not implemented. 

 

Staff responses in the post-gamification questionnaire illustrate the effect of this inconsistent 

implementation. 

 “I don’t think we emphasised it enough” 

“Feedback cards didn’t help much especially when customers didn’t know 

our names. “ 

“Sometimes it seemed to fizzle out a bit, it wasn’t always top of mind.” 

“We didn’t use it well enough, like filling out the cards.”  

“It was hard for staff to give me feedback when they didn’t know my name. 

I thought we were going to get name tags?” 

 

Lance described the inconsistent use of the badge nominations.  
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Lance: “No one voted or people left and didn't vote. So that kind of 

didn't run as smoothly as the customer feedback one did.” 

Researcher:  “Yeah. Why do you think that happened?” 

Lance: “I just think just people like leaving in the afternoon. It's just 

not becoming a routine. They just got used to just going. I 

don't actually think the cards are like near where you clock 

off. So I think you just like clocked off and walked away. But 

maybe if they were like near where the mats is or something 

like that, you'd be like, ‘Oh, I'll put that up before I go’." 

He described that staff would leave at the end of their shift without completing a Staff 

Nomination Form and attributed this due to the placement of the forms not being near the 

clock-off area. Georgia, the recently hired secondary manager, described the practical 

workarounds for the Badge mechanic, due to the Badge faces not being placed near the board.  

Georgia: “We didn't print up any faces, so we'll just be writing names 

over the badges, and then, that's fine.” 

Researcher:  “I did print a whole bunch of faces and gave them to you.” 

Georgia:  “Well we don't know where they were put.” 

 

The lack of proper placement of the forms and misplacement of the badges illustrate the 

effects that inconsistent implementation can have on staff experience of the gamification, 

even if these practicalities seem minor conceptually.  

6.4.4.2 The manager was let go  
I was notified that Pedro had been let go of this position at Ruby’s two weeks prior to the end 

of the data collection period. The reason for this was not explicitly discussed with me due to 

business confidentiality reasons, but it was alluded that it was due to management 

performance. I spoke with Georgia, the second manager who tried to take over the 

administration of the gamification experience without handover.  
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“So, Pedro left 4 or 5 days ago, quite suddenly. So, I've just been helping 

the guys out in here and still doing my weddings and stuff. So, I haven't 

been overly involved in the gamification.” 

 – Georgia, interview 

She explained her attempts at administering the feedback cards and describes the variable 

nature of feedback received from customers.  

“I know a lot of people, they're happy to read things like the appreciation 

cards, and we get a lot of customer feedback. And I've grouped them as 

good ones for people in particular, good ones that don't have a name, so for 

everybody, and bad ones. And I count, they're always there. I read through 

them, see how they go. But it's a bit up and down. Some weekends, we get 

no feedback or low feedback, and some weekends we get a hundred and 

they're all things like ‘good food’, ‘great’, ‘thanks, it's great’, ’fantastic’." 

 – Georgia, interview 

Georgia was somewhat apologetic for the inconsistent implementation and her lack of 

knowledge about its administration. Similarly, Barbara described the inconsistent use of the 

Cards on busier weekends and no ownership or handover when Pedro left the organisation.  

“Especially when Pedro was leaving, when they stopped being encouraged 

as much. It's kind of gone down and on busier weekends, it was kind of like 

everyone just got of there straight away and we didn't really have time. 

Then we'd be like, ‘Oh, shit, we needed to do that’." – Georgia, interview 

Tamara confirmed the lack of hand over, indicating that she did not know where the Cards 

were placed. 

“I don't know, when Pedro left, a lot of the feedback cards were taken out of 

the jar. I don't know what he was doing with them, but we didn't really see 

them. They were taken out of the jar. They're behind there now just kind of 

stapled together.” – Tamara, interview 
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The improper implementation of the gamification and the lack of handover to a new manager 

are no doubt related to Pedro’s limited engagement with the gamification. Further, it can even 

be said that the negatively biased feedback was a result of his managerial style and could have 

been the cause of the organisation’s eagerness to try a new approach in the workplace.   

6.4.4.3 Next steps could include implementing the full design   

The design had a positive impact even when not fully implemented, so a refresh of the 

experience by implementing the rest of the mechanics would be a recommended next step. A 

full and consistent implementation could improve the completing of feedback forms and 

awarding badges. Staff suggestions for improvements in their post-gamification questionnaire 

show this: 

“The feedback cards should be in a better spot, like where we clock off.” 

“It would be good to add a face-to-face bit to the badges and add it to the 

Facebook group.” 

“It was hard to remember to fill out the cards and the end of your shift” 

 “We need to keep it consistent, so that everyone has to write the card for 

example.”  

“More consistent use/reminders to use staff feedback cards to award 

badges.” 

“We should have more incentives, like a bottle of wine or movie vouchers.”  

 

The majority of these suggestions were part of the intended design, barring the mandated card 

writing. These staff suggestions for improvement are minor and easy to implement, making it 

frustrating that this was not done in the first place. Tamara supported this view, stating that 

the design did not need changes, just a more consistent use within the team. 

“I think it's a fairly solid thing we got going. It's just a matter of how we use 

it and consistency in using it. I think after we've done that better we'd be 
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able to recognize anything that needs ironing out. In terms of how it is now, 

I think it's pretty good.” – Tamara, interview 

Barbara also wanted to see the gamification continued in full implementation, describing it as 

‘very doable in a busy place like this’.  

Researcher: “Do you think Ruby’s should go ahead with this sort of idea? 

Or not?” 

Barbara: “I think yeah, at least a few aspects of it. If we had to do it 

every single weekend, as I said. But I definitely think I loved 

the appreciation aspects of it. There are definitely aspects of it 

that I think are very doable in a busy place like this. As I said, 

and somewhat, on some weekends, yeah, it sold out or it didn't 

quite get done because it was so busy.” 

All staff who took part in the post-gamification interviews and questionnaires wanted to see 

the full design implemented. Interestingly, none of them suggested additional or changed 

game mechanics or other changes to the design, with the design being described as 

appropriate and doable for their workplace.  
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6.5 Post-gamification activity system   

After the 3-month implementation period, the changed Ruby’s activity system is illustrated 

(Figure 17). The systemic tensions identified pre-gamification are now mapped again post-

gamification, and any change depicted using colour – green colour shows a system tension 

that has been fully resolved, orange a systemic tension that has been reduced, and red a 

systemic tension that remains. Each systemic tension is discussed briefly below. 

a) Daily challenges include communication issues and mistakes - remains. This tension in 

the activity system remains, as it is a natural part of daily work and was not the focus of the 

gamification design.  

b) There was a bias towards negative feedback - resolved. This tension was resolved, with 

staff receiving positive feedback from managers, peers and staff. Despite the partial 

implementation by the manager, the fact that the key tension identified pre-gamification was 

resolved is positive for this workplace.  
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Figure 17. Ruby’s activity system, post-gamification 

It can be seen that the majority of the elements in the system remained the same pre- and post-

gamification intervention, with the significant exception of the Manager, who was let go near 

the end of research period. The tension of negatively biased feedback was resolved, with staff 

reporting a much more balanced and even positive feedback. Understandably, the daily 

challenges of this business remain.  

A comparison of the before and after questionnaire responses and system tensions is provided 

in the table below. Pre-gamification questionnaire respondents were 7 (the whole team) and 

post-gamification were 2.  

Mediating artefacts
• Communication tools, e.g. social media 

channel
• Workplace tools, e.g. till and EFTPOS 

machine, reservation diary and restaurant 
map, rosters and payslip system, dining 
tools e.g. cutlery, glasses, coffee machine

Community
• Past, current and 

potential customers
• Writers and readers of 

online reviews

Division of labour
• Staff – waitstaff, food 

runner, sommelier
• Manager
• Kitchen staff
• Business owner

Rules
• Rostered times
• Service sequence
• Restaurant 

sections

Subject
• Waitstaff

Object
Exceptional 
dining 
experience

Outcome
Profitable 
and 
sustainable 
business

Tension
• Lack of communication 

and mistakes

Tension
• Bias towards negative 

feedback
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 Pre-gamification Post-gamification  
Number of 
respondents 

N=7 N=2 

How do you feel 
about being part 
of the Ruby’s 
team? 

25% Extremely positive (1) 
25% Somewhat positive (1) 
25% Neither positive nor 
negative (1) 
25% Somewhat negative (1) 

50% Extremely positive (1) 
50% Somewhat positive (1) 

How do you feel 
about the use of 
gamification in 
your team? 

 50% Sceptical (2) 
25% Excited (1) 
25% Hopeful (1) 

n/a 

What shifts in 
behaviour did you 
see? 

n/a Better customer service 
Increased engagement and motivation 
Improved positive team interactions 
Increased communication 
Better clarity about Ruby’s goals 

Systemic tension 
a) 

 Daily challenges  Remains 

Systemic tension 
b) 

 Negatively biased feedback   Resolved  

Should your team 
continue with 
gamification? 

n/a 50% Yes (1) 
50% Maybe (1) 

Table 7. Ruby’s pre vs post gamification comparison 
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6.6 Conclusion 

The final section of this chapter provides a summary of this case study and the gamification 

design as well as an assessment of the success of the gamification in producing the desired 

results in the activity system. A preliminary assessment of the three research questions and 

expectations is provided and the chapter will conclude with key insights and learnings for the 

Workplace Gamification Design Process. 

6.6.1 Summary and assessment   
The Ruby’s team were a close and supportive team that had recently undergone change in 

staff and management. The key systemic tensions were daily challenges in customer service 

and a bias towards negative feedback between manager and staff. Staff wanted to receive 

recognition for their hard work.  

Given the high levels of trust and camaraderie in the team, the focus of the gamification was 

on strengthening team bonds without using competitive mechanics. A key focus was to 

balance positive feedback and make recognition tangible and visible through Customer 

Feedback Cards and Staff Nomination Forms for badges for three key behaviours – customer 

service, teamwork and problem solving. Appreciation Cards were also introduced to allow 

peer-to-peer recognition, interaction and thanking. In addition to these ‘softer’ objectives, 

team objectives included increasing sales and increasing online ratings, which were tracked 

monthly in line with business reporting.  

Overall the gamification experience helped in addressing the key tension of negatively biased 

feedback. By implementing a positive feedback mechanics (Appreciation Cards) between 

staff as well as the customer Feedback Cards, the gamification was successful in alleviating 

the focus on negative reviews. It also provided more immediacy for feedback, rather than 

receiving only negative feedback via a social media channel after the shift, staff could get 

immediate feedback from customers as well as appreciation from their peers. These positive 

results are impressive, given the challenges in implementation and inconsistent use during the 

research period.  
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The gamification experience can be deemed moderately successful because it resolved a 

significant workplace tension, however implementation and engagement were not consistent. 

Improvements for future iterations include full implementation of all mechanics.  

6.6.2 Preliminary assessment    
Each of the three research questions is briefly evaluated based on the gamification results in 

this context. 

Research expectation 1a: CHAT can be used to identify and map the effects of workplace 

gamification on the activity system (theory).  

CHAT provided a useful theory to map the effects of workplace gamification to the system, in 

this case study allowing for the visual representation of changes in the system tension as well 

as changes in the system, i.e. the change in manager role.  

Research expectation 1b: CHAT provides a basis for data collection and analysis that can 

inform meaningful workplace gamification design (practice).  

Using the CHAT framework informed the questions asked during the interview process and 

allowed for some more detailed insights into the workplace and normal staff experience, 

however it was not as useful beyond this during data collection. This may be due to the nature 

of the tensions being largely interpersonal and between subject and division of labour.  

Research expectation 2: Gamification can provide meaningful engagement in the workplace 

when it is tailored to the organisational context.  

The gamification intervention provided engagement and resolved an important systemic 

tension in this workplace; however, engagement was not sustained partly due to improper 

implementation. Staff reported that the gamification design was appropriate for their 

workplace.  

 

This preliminary assessment of the research question is that two of the three are affirmative. 

This will be further assessed in the cross-case comparison in Chapter 8. 
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6.6.3 Learnings for CHAT and the Workplace Gamification Design Process 
This case study offers several interesting reflections and learnings. It was evident that the 

manager had a significant impact on the implementation of the gamification experience and 

also potentially on the staff’s perception on the intent of the intervention. For example, some 

staff initially perceived the process as a performance audit, rather than a positive way to 

improve their experience of their workplace.  

The design process was not ideal because not all staff were involved as intended and 

anticipated. While it is of course not possible to always involve all staff, given the small 

number of team members in this workplace I would have liked to involve all in the design 

process after the pre-gamification interviews. While a key driver of the staff lack of 

availability was conflicting schedules due a part-time workforce, there were signs that their 

lack of availability could also have been influenced by a lack of engagement in the process. 

An example of this is in staff’s delay in providing profile photos for the Badges, which is a 

quick and easy task. This may be due to Pedro’s managerial style and staff resisting a change 

being implemented by him.  

It is interesting to reflect on why the manager did not implement all aspects of the game 

mechanics, even those that had been pre-prepared such as the Badge photos and those whose 

importance had been stressed by me during multiple discussions, such as the Rewards. 

Unfortunately, due to his sudden dismissal I did not have the opportunity to ask him during 

the post-gamification interviews. All staff interviewed post-gamification reported that the 

game mechanics worked well in delivering desired results and that they were simple and 

‘doable’ in their busy workplace, however the use of the mechanics was sporadic not habitual.  

Comparing this to the Shoalhaven case study, their manager was highly engaged and a regular 

driver of the mechanics. This case study is an interesting contrast because the manager was 

not driving the use of mechanics regularly. From the post-gamification analysis, it is clear that 

staff needed to use the mechanics more to gain stronger benefit. This could indicate a need for 

a dedicated ‘game master’ role that administers the experience and reminds staff to fill in their 

Cards. While this game master role was the manager by default in both Shoalhaven and 

Ruby’s, perhaps the Ruby’s implementation could have been improved by a second game 

master or a champion that was a staff member. For example, a senior and/or influential staff 

member to collect feedback and nomination forms as well as to assist the manager. Having 
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two people here could have reduced burden on the manager as well as ensure continuity if and 

when the manager was not available. This is easy to say in hindsight though and was harder to 

see prior to implementation.  

While it is quite frustrating that the gamification did not achieve ongoing engagement due to 

lack of implementation by the manager, it has been a fascinating learning experience. From an 

experimental perspective, a full implementation would be a logical further piece of research. 

However, the partially implemented gamification experience still resulted in positive changes 

in the team, particularly the balance of positive to negative interactions and feedback.  

This case study highlights the importance of the implementation process to ensure that the 

gamification intervention delivers on the intent. In Ruby’s context the manager relationship 

with staff was part of a dysfunction in the workplace and was an important part of the 

workplace activity system. The intended design process may have been robust enough to 

tackle this challenge by for example ensuring staff buy-in during the design process. 

However, I adjusted the process to suit the manager’s preferences and staff availability which 

may have contributed to the sub-optimal implementation and staff experience. Regardless this 

case study may indicate a need to incorporate additional steps in the design process to guard 

against poor implementation by the manager or organisation using gamification. 

Key lessons learnt from this case study are: 

• The manager has a significant impact on the perception of and engagement in the 

gamification experience, which can be influenced by legacy relationships and 

interactions 

• Seemingly simple mechanics half-implemented can still have a positive effect on the 

workplace and resolve important systemic tensions 

• The success of a gamification intervention is strongly dependent on the manager or 

team leader to ensure consistent use of the game mechanics and consistent 

engagement.  
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Chapter 7:  
Case Study 3: The Department   

The case study of the last of the three organisations that participated in this research is 

described in this chapter. It details the case study in four parts. The first is a pre-gamification 

description (7.1), a CHAT analysis of the organisation’s activity system and a summary of 

intervention points to be addressed through gamification, using the constant-comparative 

method (7.2). The second part outlines the gamification design and the implementation 

processed in this context (7.3). The third part details the post-gamification case study results 

and CHAT analysis to present any change in the activity system (7.4), and the fourth part is a 

reflection on the success of the gamification in this context (7.5) and key insights for the 

Workplace Gamification Design Process (7.6). 

This case study was conducted in a government department workplace over a seven-month 

period from June to December 2017 in Canberra, Australia. The gamification experience was 

implemented for one month with 37 public servant employees participating.  Pseudonyms 

were assigned to all participants, organisation names, and HR system names to maintain 

confidentiality and anonymity, and some elements of images have been redacted to ensure the 

confidentially of the organisation and participants.  

The research for this case study was conducted as a part of a professional contracted work I 

did for this organisation, so given additional needs and funds form this organisation, a digital 

platform was able to be designed and implemented. A one-month implementation period was 

deemed sufficient by the project team to provide data on the effectiveness of the gamification 

experience. This case study in particular provides an interesting insight into the 

implementation of gamification in a live client context. For example, the client’s belief that a 

one-month period was sufficient for them to determine whether or not gamification was 

effective. Given that this was the first time the HR team or the Department had used 

gamification for employee engagement, the one-month time period was perhaps a way for 

them to experiment with using gamification without risking a large amount of resources on 

this novel approach. This will be discussed further in this chapter.  
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7.1 The Department activity system, pre-gamification 

7.1.1 Case study description  

 
7.1.1.1 The organisation  

The Department is a department of the Australian Federal Government. At the time of study, 

the Department had thousands of staff organised across several divisions, numerous branches, 

and hundreds of teams. The team involved in this study was the Human Resources Branch 

(HR) who governed the employee experience and related programs and processes. The scope 

of this research was to pilot gamification as a means to enhance the HR experience through 

rewarding professional development activities, therefore pilot participants were from a range 

of teams.  Given the breadth of the gamification target group, the pre-gamification 

questionnaire was distributed to all staff, with 284 responses and 37 staff participated in the 

pilot period.   

7.1.1.2 Tensions to be addressed and considered in the gamification design 
 

Tension 1: Moving from traditional performance management process.  

The HR Branch’s desire to explore the use of gamification was due to a recent review of their 

performance management process. Their previous performance management process included 

a mandated formal discussion between manager and staff every six months that concluded 

with a formal rating by the manager. An internal review by the Department found that this 

formal process was not meaningful to staff in their professional development. They 

recommended the removal of performance ratings as they did not motivate performance. In 

addition, managers felt that they were not supported with guidance documentation to have 

meaningful and regular discussions with staff, including informal conversations about 

performance. As part of the implementation of these recommendations, the HR Branch 

expanded the use of an existing recruitment and onboarding system, TalentPlus, as a way to 

capture these regular informal feedback conversations as well.  

This new process would rely heavily on staff engagement and risked failure if employees did 

not engage regularly, since they were no longer being required to engage with the feedback 

process. The outcome being sought was therefore to increase regular feedback conversations 

between managers and staff in order to increase professional capability and performance. 



  

205 

In her pre-gamification interview Anne, who has been employed at the Department for several 

years, described her experience of the existing formal performance management process. 

“I've always admittedly been a little bit confused about the Department's 

performance management, because I think even since I've been here we've 

been through three different systems. So, there's seems to be a lot of change. 

So every time seems somewhat new. It always feels like it comes around 

very quickly. Like you've just barely rated yourself and suddenly you're 

rating again. So that can be somewhat frustrating. I always enter like the 

meeting side of it nerve wracking, even if I think I've been doing a good 

job.” – Anne, interview 

Anne described her confusion about the performance management process, stating that she 

had experienced three systems in her tenure. In her experience, the process was largely 

focussed around ratings or self-evaluations as well as a ‘nerve wracking’ meeting with her 

manager. This excerpt personifies the Department’s reasoning for removing the formal ratings 

and seeking a new way to engage staff with professional development.  

Blanche described her experience as a manager administering the formal discussions and 

performance plan, the ‘PP’.  

“So previously it was a performance, a PP, which was People Planning 

Review? I don't know what the bloody PP stood for. Look, I've found that in 

many of the roles that I've been in, when I'm creating those for my staff, if I 

have just joined, I'll say to them, "Let's do the PP." And they go, "Yeah, 

great. I just copied last year and pasted it into this year." And I go, "What 

did that mean to you?" And they go, "Yeah, nothing." And I go, "Okay, 

right. Well, can we just get this down to what it's gonna mean to you?" – 

Blanch, interview 

Blanche described her team’s apparent apathy towards the process as simply copying the 

previous years’ plan in order to complete the process, rather than using it as an opportunity to 

set meaningful professional goals. As a manager, she had tried to assist her staff in setting 
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professional development goals that are meaningful to them, but that many did only the 

minimum completion required. 

Craig, a member of the one of the HR Branch teams, explained how the replacement of the 

formal process with the TalentPlus system was designed to support regular informal feedback 

conversations between managers and their staff.  

“It's designed to either have an initial chat, whereby, you know, this is what 

I think you should put in there. But, it's an employee-driven thing. So, 

really, it's up to the employee to put in there. If they want to do. Then, you 

can submit it and go to your manager. And a manager can make changes or 

they can modify it. And then they would have made changes, modify, they 

should probably come and have a conversation with you first.  

So, it probably goes a little bit of both ways. You can do it entirely in the 

system. Or, still sit down and have a chat. Our old system was too chat-sy - 

sit down every six months. Whereas this is designed for more ongoing 

feedback. Depending as much or as little as you, the employee, would like 

to be involved with.” – Craig, interview 

Craig described the system as flexible and employee-driven, and the frequency of use is 

entirely dependent on how much the employee wants to be involved. Coupled with the 

statements from Anne and Blanch about the lack of meaningful goal setting, Craig’s statement 

demonstrates the validity of HR’s concern about potential lack of engagement with 

performance discussion and professional development.  

Tension 2: There is a diverse and varied culture across the Department 

Responses from participants in the questionnaire and interviews described a large range of 

perspectives in the culture of the organisation, with some describing it as innovative and 

connected, and others as bureaucratic and siloed.  There was a large variety of sub-cultures in 

team, branches, and divisions, which result in very different experiences of staff in the 

workplace. The diversity of the experiences and culture is evident in this sample of pre-

gamification responses about describing the workplace culture: 
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 “Chaotic, transactional, individualistic” 

“The Public Service is a conservative beast” 

“Risk averse, collaborative and process driven.” 

“Positive. People focussed. Increasingly collaborative” 

“Everyone respects each other, and it is a good environment to work.” 

“Innovative, collegiate, non-hierarchical in nature” 

“Toxic, uninformed, feral.” 

“Intelligent, Approachable, Understanding” 

 “A lot of people here don’t like change and want to keep things the same.” 

 
This sample of responses show vastly diverse experiences of workplace culture, with some 

describing it as conservative and others as positive and collaborative. When asked to describe 

the culture, Gemma, who had recently completed the Department’s graduate program, 

described the spectrum of sub-cultures and working style she had observed. 

“Varied. I've had two very different experiences with the two teams I've 

worked in. You can see, just even just by walking around different floors, it 

just varies from place to place. I think there are some places that are really 

quite conservative, and others that are trying to embrace new methods in 

working and a new approach. I think it just depends on what floor you're on, 

what team you're in, and how that culture feeds into it. Even down to an 

individual level and who's in your team.” – Gemma, interview 

While it is natural for individuals and managers to shape their team’s dynamics and culture, 

Gemma’s description of only needing to walk a few steps to experience a change from ‘quite 

conservative’ to open and ‘embracing new methods’ shows the extent of the variety of sub-
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cultures that existed in the Department. Her description of conservative versus open also 

mirrors the spectrum provided in the questionnaire responses above.  

Similarly, Victoria shared her view about the varied culture and that some sub-cultures 

strongly prefer the status quo and traditional ways of working.  

“I don't think you could actually articulate one culture for the whole 

Department... You have the real die-hard Department people who've been 

here for donkey’s years, for example, there are people in Resources for a 

very, very long time. The dinosaurs of the Departments. 

There's a lot of people like that. I think its old culture that has created this 

stagnation with a group of people and whether because they're so jaded and 

cynical, even with a new culture and new processes and new approaches to 

things will change that, I don't know. It would be a challenge because 

they're so stuck in their ways. We still have that same sort of thing higher 

up in managers who then push down those processes, those archaic attitudes 

towards things that are still in quite a lot of pockets in certain areas.” – 

Victoria, interview 

Victoria described certain areas of the organisation as ‘dinosaurs’ due to their long tenure and 

resistance to change. She even described them as ‘jaded’ and ‘cynical’ and that these ‘archaic 

attitudes’ were sometimes passed down from managers and senior leaders. Meanwhile, Nick 

labelled his team’s culture as passionate and collegiate. 

“I like that the vast, vast majority of people are really passionate about what 

we're trying to do. I like that we're actually trying to do something that is 

helping people. There's really kind-of a culture of, ‘Let's pull together and 

just get it done’. And, I like that I have the kind of job where I can come in 

in the morning, do what I need to do, go home, and not think about it, and 

be done.” – Nick, interview 

Nicks’ description is in sharp contrast to Victoria’s description, with Nick characterising his 

colleagues as passionate and hard-working. This divergence of descriptions illustrates the 
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spectrum of cultures and workstyles that existed in this organisation. And while this may be 

expected for a large organisation of with thousands of employees, it did present challenges for 

a consistent performance management experience for staff.  

Tension 3: Performance feedback is hugely manager-dependent 

As well as various sub-cultures ranging from conservative to innovative, a spectrum of 

opinions and experiences of the performance feedback experience existed. Many interview 

respondents described their experience of the performance feedback experience as largely 

dependent on the manager’s style, with many embracing the shift to the TalentPlus system, 

but some preferring the formal half-yearly style.  

Gemma, the recent graduate, outlined her difficulties in using the new TalentPlus system in 

relation to her manager’s leadership style and completing the performance plan in TalentPlus 

called TalentPlan.  

Gemma: “I have had issues with TalentPlan, especially with my 

supervisor going and changing it after I finished. I gave it to 

her, and said, ‘I think I'm done’. She went and changed it, and 

there was no sign off after she'd changed it. So I only found 

that out by accident.” 

Researcher:  “Can you explain that a little bit more?” 

Gemma: “We had a meeting and we'd agreed, ‘Oh yeah, you should do 

this, this’ ... and I'm like, ‘Oh, okay’. Then after I'd filled it in, 

she went, and it looked like they'd put proper numbers on 

things. I hadn't realized that until the other day, when I said no 

to going to an event in Sydney. I went in and checked it, 

checked that that wasn't actually one of the things that was on 

my plan. Because I'd originally meant to go, it just felt like a 

junket, and I don't need to go to a junket on a weekend. I went 

in and just double checked it all, and yeah, it worked out that it 

had all been changed. There's no follow-up agreement with 

me, and that wasn't very nice. In the past, I had a really 
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fantastic supervisor. He was really, really just exceptional. It 

was always done with the right touch of formality, but at the 

same time still relatively informal, and always done over 

coffee. It was always just a good experience, really. I can't say 

anything bad about it.” 

Researcher:  “How often would you do it?” 

Gemma: “That was really more for the formalized document. At the 

same time, if I ever wanted any feedback, I could certainly 

access the supervisor to get that. I think the way they're setting 

up with the TalentPlan, I think if you've got a really good 

supervisor, a really good manager, I think it's going to work 

really well. I think it's just going to be entirely dependent on 

the team around you. Because they've set up the system so 

flexibly, I think regardless of how they set it up, I think there's 

always going to be that tendency for people who don't want to 

do it, for it to be a tick and flick. I really think it's highly 

dependent on the culture of the team, and the team, and how 

they see it fitting all together, and what importance they place 

on it.” 

Gemma was upset when her manager amended her performance plan after their meeting 

without informing Gemma and described her finding out about this change accidentally. She 

contrasted this to her previous supervisor who administered the performance discussions with 

‘the right touch of formality’ and approachableness. Gemma felt that the new system’s 

flexibility made the performance process ‘entirely dependent on the team’ and manager.  

In contrast Travis, a staff member from the one of the Department’s interstate offices, described 

the formal process working well for him because he and his manager had regular (weekly) 

casual conversations, provided him with timely feedback on work completed and informing the 

formal discussion every 6 months.  
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“So before my supervisor went on secondment, we used to catch up each 

week. That was mostly to say what do got on this week, but it was also a 

good opportunity for him to say you did well in this, or I think you should 

do this training that's coming up, or start looking into these opportunities. 

So it was always casual conversations, but regularly booked conversations 

that largely formed my performance management. And he would email me 

as well after I'd complete something to say you did this well, or next time 

let's do this. When it came to then filling out the PP, that was a good chance 

to reflect on what we'd already been discussing throughout the year, so 

nothing was ever a surprise. And I found that worked quite well.” – Travis, 

interview 

Travis’s experience illustrates an optimal relationship between manager and staff relating to 

professional development, being characterised by scheduled regular feedback conversations 

and immediate feedback on work. 

From a manager’s point of view, Vikram described how he used TalentPlus and regular 

conversations with staff to have meaningful performance discussions.  

“We have regular catch ups and I have a very open door, so I get to know 

them quite well throughout the year and I would take them away to a 

meeting room or have a coffee offsite and have a conversation about how 

they believe that they've been going over the last year and I might give them 

a bit of feedback where it's appropriate.  

Then we document that for the last year and at the same session, I would've 

also then taken an opportunity to outline, with respect to the deliverables 

that our team have to do and the office strategy. I would outline the sort of 

objectives where they can feel that they can make a difference and add 

value both to themselves, but also to the business, because we are running a 

business, we are paying them to do some work.  

But as I said, it's a bit of formality, because there's some follow up 

paperwork to be done to document some of this in the systems. Then there's 
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the informality of just having people feel that you can have an open 

conversation with them and they trust you to share their concerns, their 

observations, their feelings. All those things you've got to do as a good 

leader to instil trust and help motivate them and I get a big kick out of that 

and I enjoy it, so it's good to see.” – Vikram, interview 

Similar to Travis’s description of his manager, Vikram focussed on informal and regular 

feedback and an informal or relationship-based approach, supported by the formality of 

documented performance plans. Vikram also described his enjoyment in his role as a leader to 

build trust and motivate his staff.  

These excerpts show how critical the manager is in shaping the experience of their staff in 

relation to professional development. In addition, it highlights the importance of regular 

feedback conversations and regular engagement with professional development, especially 

with the removal of the mandated formal rating process by the Department.  

7.1.1.3 Attitude towards gamification 

A sizable portion (44 %) of the 284 questionnaire respondents had not heard of gamification 

before and the rest had limited understanding of gamification. Unsurprisingly then, when 

asked how participants felt about the use of gamification in their workplace, 44 % were 

unsure, and 37.5 % of staff are ‘hopeful’ and ‘excited’ to see how it could be implemented in 

their work. 18.5 % responded that they were ‘sceptical’ and ‘dreading’ the use of gamification 

in their workplace.  

This mix of responses is illustrated in the questionnaire responses, with some staff being keen 

to see gamification be used to achieve positive results for their workplace.  

“Gamification is the next thing and we want to be part of it” 

 “I am a competitive person and take a lot of pride in what I do, so if there 

was some sort of incentive on offer, even just a certificate I would be giving 

my all to achieve the end goal.” 

“Gamification can help break down the seriousness of this place” 
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“I am excited and a little apprehensive” 

“This will be a very interesting process and I look forward to seeing the end 

result" 

 “The Department is good at managing in the good times and very poor at 

managing unsatisfactory and below performance behaviour. Gamification 

could be used to deal with these issues. “ 

“You can't go too far, dream big and try it.” 

 “I look forward to learning what it is and how I as a Manager can assist in 

engaging myself and my staff with it” 

 

The positive responses relate to the innovative and positive nature of gamification, the 

additional incentive and motivation it could afford to employees, and the potential benefits on 

employee experience.  

A sample of negative responses: 

“I assumed it wouldn’t be something the Public Service would be interested 

in” 

“This will be used as a negative, please reconsider gamifying the 

Department” 

“I don't understand the usefulness of gamification, its intended purpose, so I 

cannot answer some of the above questions. I am curious though.” 

“Extremely sceptical about this.” 

“Really? Gamification? This is a workplace where we are trying to 

undertake nation building projects. This is insulting to say at the least. Bad 

timing and a flawed concept.” 
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“Would have been useful to have included a definition of gamifying HR  

or what gamification is” 

 

These responses show some respondent’s strong negative response to the concept of 

gamifying their HR activities, with these respondent’s feeling ‘extremely sceptical’ and even 

‘insulted’ that the Department was considering this approach. The final response may shed 

some light on this, especially when considered in conjunction the 44 % who had not heard of 

gamification before, being that the respondent’s lack of familiarity with the concept of 

gamification may have made it difficult to understand what gamification would entail for their 

workplace.   

In her pre-gamification interview, Anne described her excitement about the Department using 

an innovative approach like gamification.  

“I like the idea of this because we are meant to be innovative and sometimes 

we don't feel always innovative in our systems and behaviours. So, like the 

fact this is happening is encouraging and good that they're thinking about 

changing things up.” – Anne, interview 

 

Others voiced concerns about the gamification taking away from work and trivialising 

performance management. 

“I really have no concept of how this would work, it sounds mad to me. I 

may be too old school for this- go to work -do your job get paid? Is that not 

enough incentive?” 

“Gamification will not build loyalty; quality staff will leave and work 

elsewhere rather than put up with this nonsense.” 

“I see gamification as being used primarily as a publicly humiliation 

punishment and am surprised that you are allowed to even consider using 

it.” 
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“Not everyone is under 30 [years old].” 

“Don’t push it at those who don’t want it” 

 
These responses show the general scepticism some respondents have about gamification in 

their workplace, as well as potentially age-related prejudices. The stark contrast in perceptions 

about gamification may also be related to the diverse cultures described earlier. However, it 

may also be a symptom of the newness of the concept of enterprise gamification, particularly 

in the Australian government context.  

Victoria reflected on her conceptual understanding of gamification and the potential resistance 

to the concept, stating that government or the Department ‘don’t want to make things fun’. 

Victoria: “Heard of it as a concept, certainly not as more just 

conceptually, not in relation to implementation and how it's 

being implemented, because I've never come across or heard 

of it being implemented from a big, especially a government 

organization perspective. It's probably been implemented in 

private organizations, but not government.” 

Researcher:  “In your own words, could you describe it for me?” 

Victoria: “Well, it's a limited understanding, but I guess it's ... From my 

limited understanding, it's going through the processes, but 

putting more, I don't like the word ‘games’ because I find that 

quite kind of childish, but I guess there is no other word for it. 

I think theoretically, it's basically changing the way we 

approach processes to make them more appealing, more 

approachable, and basically ... I guess it goes back to what I 

was saying before that, essentially adults are still children and 

the way we interact is like that, and how we want to be valued 

and appreciated and be involved and the gamification of things 

can be more appealing to people to take away some of that 

process side of things. I don't know whether it makes things 
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more fun, I guess that's not really ... We don't want to make 

things fun.”  

Victoria’s conceptual understanding of gamification is a game-like approach to adults aimed 

to make experiences more fun and feel appreciated. She also expressed that she had not heard 

of gamification being applied in a large government organisation, because of the industry or 

organisational culture of ‘not wanting to make things fun’. 

Vikram, a manager at one of the interstate offices, echoed Victoria’s sentiment about the 

benefits of gamification and also the ‘tough tide of cynicism’ that a gamification project faces 

in a government context. 

“The thing is, one of the reasons why I was very keen to have a look at this 

with you for either application was overcoming, particularly here in the 

public service, I see it much more than I did in the private sector is the 

complete cynicism that people have with respect to things like a PP process, 

so if gamification can make that process ... How can I say it. I want to use 

the more beneficial, but people actually really feel like they're getting a 

personal benefit out of this, then that would be already a big win.  

Because at the moment, you're riding against a fairly tough tide of cynicism, 

particularly around the whole PP, the whole process. I think people feel like 

they've got to just kick a box and then move on, so how do we make it so 

they actually want do it and then feel like they're getting something out of 

it.”- Vikram, interview 

Vikram described his interest in participating in the gamification project as a way to provide 

his staff with ‘personal benefit’ throughout the performance management process. Like 

Victoria, he also described the cynicism in this Department and industry, contrasting that with 

his experience in private businesses.  

Familiarity with games 

While games are different to gamification, it is worth noting how familiar participants were 

with game mechanics. The questionnaire responses to “How often do you play games” 
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(Figure 18) and “What type of games do you play” (Figure 19) give some insight into this 

group’s affinity for games. 31 % of respondents rarely or never played games, with 20 % 

playing games once a week, 21 % playing games multiple times a week, and 18 % engaging 

with games daily.  

 
Figure 18. The Department’s gameplay frequency 

 
Figure 19. The Department’s gameplay type 

 

The most popular game types played by respondents were board games (24 %) and mobile 

games (21 %), followed by card games (18 %), sport (17 %) and video games (12 %).  

7.1.1.4 Gamification components for this context 

The potential gamification components (mechanics, dynamics, rewards, win state, theme) for 

the Department were gleaned from the pre-gamification questionnaire and interview 

responses with teachers. Recognition was self-reported to be most motivating, when asked 

“What would motivate you?” in the context of applying gamification to their workplace 

(Figure 20). Multiple choice answers to this question were ‘recognition’, ‘prizes and physical 

items’, ‘team challenges’ and ‘other, please comment’. Recognition was the clear majority 

with 40.64 %, followed by prizes and physical items (18.26 %) and team challenges (16.89 

%).  
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Figure 20. The Department participant motivations 

Debra shed some light into the desire for recognition and ideas for how this could be gamified. 

“I think people just want the recognition or some sort of point system. I 

know I'm happy with the idea of leaderboards or you work your way up to 

some sort of status thing. Maybe not a leaderboard, but you work yourself 

up to different statuses and then you are classified into a type of status. 

Then you're not singling people out, you are giving people the opportunity 

to step up to what they want to do. I think it would work between the state 

offices because we all do similar work and there's already a bit of a 

competitive side of who's done the most or who's done this, and I don't 

think that there is a formal way of recognizing how much work people 

actually do. 

I guess you could do the levels, the gold, silver, bronze level and then, once 

you've achieved this level, then you get something to move to the next level. 

It's not just a moving to the next level, but maybe you get something. I'm 

not sure ... It's not like you can just get a day off. Yeah, you've reached the 

next level, have a day off. You can log in and see where your division is 

tracking, and that sort of dashboard, would be good, to see ‘okay, I'm at one 

level, this is what other people at this level are doing, this is where they're 

sitting’.” – Debra, interview 

Debra suggested the use of points, leaderboards and dashboards to provide employees with 

recognition as well as a comparison between teams and offices. Cate, a manager, also 
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brainstormed ideas for how to use gamification to provide staff with recognition for 

professional development behaviours.  

“I'm wondering if you simplified it and said you get like we used to, you get 

so many points for every kind of conversations that you have, you get a 

‘Ting’ you know and you get 10 gold coins and then you'll get something, 

now whether that something is a free drink at the fortnightly drinks that we 

have upstairs or you might find that colleagues, because if they're more 

career public servants, if I can use that terminology, they might get a kick 

out of ‘you get some recognition by the Secretary or the Dep Secretary or 

whatever’. It doesn't really worry me, but I do get a sense, like, ‘oh, the 

secretary recognized what I did but I had all these conversations and my 

teams moving forward’."  – Debra, interview 

Debra suggested a point or currency mechanic for feedback conversations and rewards such 

as a free drink from the social club or recognition from a senior executive (Secretary or 

Department Security). When exploring which behaviours or tasks could be included in the 

gamification experience, Victoria recommended more regular engagement with performance 

conversations and updating TalentPlus.  

 “I feel TalentPlan is something that I filled out once and I probably won't 

go back and have a look at until I'm prompted again. So a way to keep it 

front-of-mind. Not daily, not weekly, maybe monthly; to get people to 

regularly look at it. That's one way I see it. If there's a little bit of 

accountability, that actually other people in your team can see what you're 

supposed to be doing, and they can say hey, you're doing a good job at that. 

Could work out really badly as well if people say you're not doing a good 

job.” – Victoria, interview 

Victoria explored the use of gamification for regular updating of the performance plan to 

create ongoing engagement instead of the current six-monthly conversations that occur only 

when ‘prompted’. She also suggested that visibility by peers could be motivating, though she 

recognised that this could bring the potential of negative attention by peers.  



  

220 

Blanche suggested adding knowledge sharing as an important part of professional 

development. 

“Within the organization and across government there are serious pockets of 

really good knowledge not being shared. And at the moment, ministers and 

secretaries are really wanting everyone to just share their data, share their 

intel, share their information. And also, from the public's perspective, you 

know, they don't care who they get their help from, or where they get it 

from. It's like, ‘Is it there?’ And, ‘Someone, help me.’" – Blanch, interview 

She conveyed the current senior leadership’s focus on sharing knowledge and that this is an 

area of improvement for the organisation. Blanche also reflected that knowledge sharing 

would better enable the organisation to deliver their service to the public.  

Vikram would like to see additional behaviours rewarded, such as submitting and 

implementing ideas as part of a team.  

“Obviously, there are a lot of restrictions in the public service. You can't 

really use cash and stuff like that. I think it's always about recognition, 

really. And, particularly, in the absence of any sort of cash prizes. But, 

recognition could come in the form of being given a badge at a branch 

meeting, or being given an opportunity to go on some sort of conference or 

a day course that costs money, and you wouldn't otherwise have access to. 

Even recognition for having a really great idea or something and being able 

to go and work with the team to implement it, or ... Yeah. I think it's 

definitely all about recognition.” – Vikram, interview 

Vikram liked gamification’s focus on recognition and suggested badges and conferences as 

potential rewards, noting the challenges of using cash-based rewards in Government, being 

about potential public scrutiny for spending public money. Further on reward ideas, Victoria 

suggested tangible rewards such as a book or movie vouchers instead of relying simply on 

virtual rewards.  
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 “Well, I think maybe just to those people who go oh, wow, I just got a gold 

star, and it's a 50-pixel image of a gold star, that might then take a little bit 

of the credibility away from it. If instead on their desk they got an envelope, 

and in that envelope it said ‘hey, congratulations, here's 50 bucks to spend 

on a book’, I don't know, a voucher for something. A movie, go see a 

movie; you did you well. Then it's kind of like, ‘hang on a second. What's 

happening on here. I want to go get myself one of those $50 movie 

vouchers or something like that’. I think the rewards should be tangible 

rather than intangible. That's my personal opinion.” – Victoria, interview 

 
In analysing the questionnaire and interview responses to implementing gamification for 

professional development in the Department, it can be seen that regular engagement with 

feedback conversations is key to achieving HR’s intent in the shift to the new performance 

management process. Ideas for recognition and reward included badges, leaderboard ranking, 

movie and book vouchers, and conferences. While some staff were excited by the prospect of 

gamifying their professional development, some staff were sceptical and concerned by the 

concept. 

Concerns and considerations 
Several concerns and considerations were raised, chiefly being mixed engagement due to 

traditional thinking about work versus play, and misconceptions about what a gamified 

experience could entail.  

Gemma anticipated mixed engagement due to an attitude of dichotomy between work and play.  

Researcher:  “How would you feel if gamification was applied here?” 

Gemma: “I would be very excited about it, but I would also be very 

apprehensive of how it's going to go down in our team. 

Because I have a funny feeling they're just going to say, ‘Oh, 

that's just really naff’, and it's not going to gain the momentum 

that it needs. I think that's the problem, is you've got to 

introduce it fully and everyone's got to be on board. It's not 
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something that you can do individually, and I think that's 

where the challenge is going to be.” 

Researcher:  “Can you say a little bit more about that?” 

Gemma: “I'd have a funny feeling that there'd be two of us in the team 

that would be like, Yes! We are into this, this is the coolest 

thing ever’. Then there'd be two people that would just sit 

back, and go, ‘Why don't you just do work? You do it because 

it's work’. I think that would be challenging. It would ruin the 

experience of the people that are fully on board as well, 

because you'd just get dragged down. I do think it could work 

in pockets.” 

She described the danger of implementation an experience that would not be universally 

engaged with, stating that ‘everyone’s got to be on board’ in order for gamification to work. 

As if to prove Gemma’s point, Victoria had a particularly adverse reaction to gamification 

and specifically the mechanic of badges.  

Victoria:  “Sorry. I hear badges and I want to vomit.”  

Researcher:  “Can you say a little bit more about that?” 

Victoria: “It's just that really fine line between things being naff is the 

best way to describe it... Yeah, it's a very fine line. When 

those things start to become patronizing and something for the 

sake of doing something, you know? There is an area in the 

Department that's got badges. They're basically considered the 

‘special people’.:” 

Researcher:  “How are they using badges?” 

Victoria: “We've actually created alternative badges. They aren't very 

nice. They're funny.”  
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Researcher:  “Can I hear some?” 

Victoria:  “Oh, no. I really can't.  

Researcher:  “Okay.”  

Victoria: “But they're using it more, ‘Oh, if anyone sees someone else 

doing a good thing, you can award them a badge just by 

yourself’, and it's like … it's just pathetic, seriously. It's just 

not taken seriously. 

I worked for a branch once which gave people pot plants … 

But the badges are worse because if someone was to give me a 

badge, I'd be likely to turn around and say, ‘Turn around and 

I'll poke this in your butt’, because I just think it's lame. That's 

why in the survey I did I said, the need to be really careful that 

it doesn't condescend people and that it isn't patronizing, and 

how you do that. I guess that's why people don't do it well 

because it's really hard to do well because we're all such, 

especially us jaded public servants, because we are really 

jaded and cynical and we're likely to roll our eyes at anything 

because that's just how people have been trained to do things.”  

Victoria’s reaction to badges and disdain for her colleagues using badges could be due to the 

“really jaded and cynical” culture of public servants. She described an area in the Department 

that was giving badges as a way of recognition and that it is “not taken seriously”. She and 

her team had even mocked the team using badges by creating “alternative badges” that “aren’t 

very nice”. While Victoria’s contempt for badges can be considered extreme and personal, it 

does highlight the need for the gamification experience to be appropriate in a formal and 

professional context.  

In a less candid manner, Nick echoed the need to treat feedback activities with a suitable level 

of seriousness, given the nature of these conversations.  
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“I feel like, with HR, it has to be a little bit more serious, just because of the 

nature of what HR is. When you're receiving constructive feedback, a lot of 

people see it as negative, even if it's not. And, I just think you'd have to 

tread carefully if you tried to make it into too much of a game.” – Nick, 

interview 

Like Victoria, Nick emphasised the need to apply gamification with care and appropriateness 

to the context.  

Considerations for implementing gamification are centred around balancing play with 

seriousness of professional development as well as an anticipated mixed reaction due to the 

large variety of cultures that exist, especially for a conservative traditional workforce.  

7.1.2 Case study summary  
The Department is a department of the Australian Federal Government located in Canberra, 

Australia. The scope of this research was a pilot of using gamification to enhance HR 

experiences and goals, particularly the increase of performance discussions.  

Tensions that existed in this workplace included the moving from traditional performance 

management process to a new process that encourages regularly informal feedback 

conversations. The second tension identified was the diverse and varied culture across the 

Department, ranging from some describing it as innovative and connected, and others 

bureaucratic and siloed.  There was a large variety of sub-cultures in team, branches, and 

divisions, which resulted in very different experiences of staff in the workplace. Relatedly, the 

third tension was that performance feedback was largely manager-dependent based resulting 

in varying opinions of the performance management process.   

The majority of participants had not heard of gamification before and the rest had limited 

understanding of gamification. In terms of perceptions about the use of gamification, a stark 

contrast in perceptions about gamification existed. This may have been due to the diverse 

culture and be a symptom of the newness of the concept of enterprise gamification, 

particularly in the Australian government context.  
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In gamifying this experience, staff suggested broadening the intervention to other professional 

development activities such as sharing knowledge. Some concerns and considerations were 

raised, chiefly being mixed engagement due to traditional thinking about work versus play, 

and misconceptions about what a gamified experience could entail. The intent of the 

gamification intervention was therefore to reward regular feedback conversations between 

staff and managers and to increase the amount of professional development activities 

completed by staff. 

Having provided a case study description of this workplace context, it will now be analysed as 

an activity system using the CHAT framework, using the seven elements on the triangle 

model. This will be followed by a description of the gamification design and then an analysis 

of the workplace and activity system after 3 months of implementation.  

7.2 CHAT analysis of the Department  

The Department’s activity system is described and illustrated here with the purpose of using 

the CHAT model to identify and analyse the activity system and tensions within it, as well as 

to make sense of the multivariate nature of a workplace in a systematic and comparable 

manner. The Department’s activity system is mapped using the CHAT model below to 

demonstrate the dynamic interactions between the various elements of the system. Each of 

these elements is described in more detail.  
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Figure 21. The Department activity system, pre-gamification 

7.2.1 Activity 
The activity was professional development in order to achieve the object, including manager-

staff performance feedback conversations, ongoing professional development activities, and 

sharing knowledge.  

7.2.2 Object 

The object of this activity system was the high performance of the Department staff, including 

continuous professional development.  

7.2.3 Outcome 
The outcome being worked towards was a high performing organisation that can deliver on its 

strategic objectives as part of the Australian Public Service. 

Mediating artefacts
• Computer
• Workplace systems, eg Outlook and 

calendars, Microsoft suite, HR systems,  
internal comms 

Community
• Offices around Australia
• People impacted by the 

department’s policies and 
programs 

• Other federal government 
departments

• General public  and 
taxpayers

Division of labour
• Managers
• Human Resources

Rules
• Role performance 

and completing 
work tasks

Subject
• Staff

Object
High 
performing 
staff 

Tension
• Performance feedback 

experience is manager-
dependent

Tension
• Shift from traditional 

performance 
management process

Tension
• Diverse and varied 

culture across the 
organisation

Outcome
Providing public 
services to 
Australia. 



  

227 

7.2.4 Subjects 
The subjects were organisational staff in the government Department.  

7.2.5 Rules 
The rules around performance management had recently shifted by removing the rule of 

mandated biannual feedback. With the removal of this rule, the main remaining rules relating 

to performance were about managing workload with professional development time. Staff 

were required to perform their work duties as prescribed by their role as well as to complete 

work tasks as set by their manager. This rule brought tension due to the limited time available 

to complete both work and professional development.  

7.2.6 Community 

The community in this activity system included many subjects, including the Department 

officers around Australia, individuals and businesses that are affected by programs and 

policies governed by the Department, as well as other federal government departments and 

the general public who as taxpayers fund the Department.  

7.2.7 Division of labour 

Three key divisions of labour related to the activity of professional development. The first 

was managers who administer performance feedback and are a key determining factor in their 

staff’s experience of the workplace. The second was Human Resources, who managed the 

people and performance processes, systems and strategies.  And the third was the individual 

subject’s job role and their related work duties.  

7.2.8 Mediating artefacts / tools  

Numerous mediating artefacts existed in the daily experience of a Department staff member. 

Many of these are accessed via their computer and include workplace systems such as emails 

and calendars, TalentPlus, physical to do lists, the intranet, internal communications, and so 

on. The key artefacts in relation to performance management was the TalentPlus system.   

7.2.9 Historicity of incentives 

Current and previous incentives were governed by a rewards and recognition policy that gave 

divisions and managers the discretion to use a small amount of funds to use for the purpose of 
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staff engagement and appreciation. In addition, public service medals were awarded to a 

select few public servants who have demonstrated outstanding service. Blanche described: 

“So there are different rewards and recognition the Department already has, 

and then that sort of trickles down into divisions might do their own 

separate things kind of stuff. And then, at the public service level, there's 

public service medals and things like that.”- Blanch, interview 

Some work areas had tried additional forms of incentives and recognition. For example, Nick 

described the use of badges in his team as well as an ideas competition. Note that this is the 

same use of badges mocked by Victoria.  

“So, within our program of work, we have a badges system. And so, teams 

or individuals can nominate other teams or individuals for a badge. I think 

we have a suite of five or six badges... and things, like ... And it's for 

exceptional behaviour, not for, ‘That's your job and you've done your job’. 

And they get presented at the branch meetings that we have each month. 

Which is a nice little way to recognize people and often  

... And, I don't know if this actually kind-of squarely fits in the gamification 

realm, but we did a big ideas challenge type thing. And, there were prizes 

and, basically ... So, I designed this thing ... It kind-of evolved over time. 

But it was basically, submit your best ideas for how we can improve the 

way that we serve our customers. And I think we got something like 70 

submissions. And, then, the three ... We picked three finalists. People got to 

vote on their favourite ideas. And, we picked three finalists based on those 

votes. Those three finalists came to Canberra, presented to the Dep. Sec. 

and a few of the other SES what their ideas were, and then those senior 

people got to choose the winner, basically. The winners all got a mile 

voucher, but, also, they actually get to work with the team to see their ideas 

implemented in our systems. So, it actually has ... something actually comes 

out of it, which is nice. And then they have a little bit of, you know, a sense 

of ownership over that thing. So, I think that was pretty cool.” – Nick, 

interview 
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In this activity system, previous incentives to perform professional development activities 

were a formal mandated requirement. At an organisational level, a small use of funds was 

provided to each branch for staff recognition at the manager’s discretion. Some teams had 

implemented additional incentives in their teams, as described by Nick and his team’s use of 

badges to recognise a colleague and an ideas competition he administered. 

7.2.10 Contradictions and systemic tensions  

The tensions in the organisation were centred around the scope of performance management in 

the Department. There were three key tensions: 

a) Shift from traditional performance management process. The organisation had recently 

undergone a shift from formalised performance feedback and rating system towards a more 

flexible and informal feedback process, leaving the risk that staff and managers may not engage 

in feedback conversation at all.  

b) Diverse and varied cultures across the organisation. A diverse and varied culture existed 

across the Department, ranging from some describing it as innovative and connected, and others 

bureaucratic and siloed.  There was a large variety of sub-cultures in team, branches, and 

divisions, which result in very different experiences of staff in the workplace. 

c) Performance feedback experience was manager dependent. An employee’s experience 

of the performance management process varied greatly based on the manager’s leadership style 

and practices.  

7.2.11 Intervention points to be addressed through gamification design 
The following is a summary of tensions in the system to be potentially addressed through the 

gamification design. These were sourced and summarised from interviews, questionnaires, and 

the designer’s experience.  

Department pre vs post gamification 
comparison 

Department pre vs post gamification 
comparison 

● Weekly catch ups with manager / team 
● Asking for and giving feedback 
● Completing TalentPlan in TalentPlus 
● Setting goals and achieving them 
● Seeking feedback from externals, e.g. 

customers 

● Balance playfulness and seriousness 
● Cater for a diverse range of people and 

cultures 
● The gamification platform needs to be 

simple and easy to use 
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Department pre vs post gamification 
comparison 

Department pre vs post gamification 
comparison 

● Attending Guilds 
● Reviewing your TalentPlan regularly 
● Helping and supporting each other 
● High quality work  
● Representing your team at an event, e.g. 

industry event 
● Assisting other team’s workloads 
● Taking time out to reflect as a team  
● Completing online L&D, e.g. mandatory 

ones 
● Collaborating with other teams 
● Sharing the kitchen duties 
● Health-related like fitness, taking breaks and 

making time to be social.   
● Sharing knowledge 
 

● The experience needs to be transparent and 
genuine, so that there is no feeling of 
manipulation, public shaming or 
trivialisation of performance feedback 

● The platform needs to look and feel 
professional, yet still user-centred and fun  

 

Table 8. Behaviours and principles for Department gamification design  
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Ideas for mechanics and 
dynamics 

Ideas for reward and 
recognition 

Ideas for the platform  

● Points 
● Leaderboards between 

divisions 
● Tangible rewards 
● Status and levels, e.g. 

Bronze, Silver, Gold 
 

● Book vouchers 
● Coffee with a senior person 
● A day off 
● Gift card or voucher 
● Team coffee or team lunch 
● Best car space 
● Being sent on a conference 
● A mention from an Exec in 

the staff email 
● A letter from the Secretary 
● Public recognition 
● Book voucher 
● Coffee from a local coffee 

shop 
● Team-based experiences 
● Exclusive networking 

events for high performing 
staff 

● Additional L&D 
opportunities 
 

●  Digital 
 

 Table 9. Summary of ideas for Department gamification design  

 

7.3 Department Gamification design 

Having provided an in-depth analysis of the Department context through a case study and 

CHAT lens, the gamification design will now be detailed. This includes a description of the 

design and implementation process, stating any deviation from the intended design process 

and any other contextual notes. The design is described by its various components, including 

motivations, win states, mechanics, rewards and the platform used. Designs and pictures are 

provided to provide the reader with visual representations and understanding of the design 

and process.  

7.3.1 The design and implementation process 
After the initial questionnaires and interviews were completed, I produced a report that 

summarised the findings. This included key themes to be addressed, as well as a list of ideas 

and suggestions for mechanics, dynamics, rewards, and principles, presented in Tables 8 and 
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9 above. The Gamification design lab was done with the HR team, the project sponsors. The 

gamification designs and post-gamification questionnaires were tested extensively with end 

users.  

The pre-gamification questionnaire was sent out to the whole Department as the HR team 

wanted to gather information about their entire workforce, even though the gamification 

design would only be implemented with a small user group. The pre- and post-gamification 

questionnaires therefore have different responses numbers, being 284 for the pre-gamification 

questionnaire and 14 for the post-gamification questionnaire. While in the other case studies 

the pre- and post-questionnaires were sent to all participants in the team participating in the 

implementation, this was not possible in this case study. Further, due to anonymity and 

privacy reasons, it was not possible to identify which and if any of the individual 284 

responses were also participants in the post-gamification questionnaires.    

7.3.1.1 Gamification design lab.  
Having emailed the report of insights to the recipients prior, I facilitated the gamification 

design lab with members of the HR team. This was to further develop and validate ideas from 

the research, development of these into a concept as well as simultaneously testing the 

concept with the project sponsors. The picture below shows the HR team working through 

mechanics that could be used in the design, based on the research insights presented earlier in 

the workshop.  
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Photograph 19. The Department Gamification Design Lab in action 

 

7.3.1.2 Gamification concept development 

I then further developed the ideas into a holistic experience and translated this into wireframes 

to be developed into a digital product (Photograph 21). The wireframes were to visually 

illustrate what the concept could look like as a user interface. I then developed the wireframes 

into visual user interface designs (Photograph 22).  
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Photograph 20. The Department concept designs by me 

 

Photograph 21. The Department user interface    
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7.3.1.3 Implementation 
These user interface designs were tested with the Department staff, the end users, in 30-

minute usability sessions that tested the concept, gameplay and conceptual interface. 

Feedback from these sessions were used to refine the designs. The refined designs were sent 

to the HR team for approval, and then the digital platform was developed using agile 

methodology. I outsourced this to a software development firm as part of the paid contract in 

place with the Department for this piece of work. Once the platform was built and ready to be 

implemented, I worked closely with the HR team to prepare the communications prior to 

implementation.  

The timing of the implementation period was 1 month not 3 months as per the other two case 

studies. This was due to the time constraints of the project team, who needed to have 

delivered and evaluated the gamification experience by the end of 2017. While this 1-month 

period was not ideal from a case study comparison perspective given the other two case 

studies were 3 months, this demonstrates the push-pull factors involved in implementing 

gamification in a live client context. So while researchers and designers have preferences for 

following particular methods, the reality is that the client has a strong influence on the project 

design and implementation. For this client, one month was deemed sufficient for them to have 

explored gamification in the workplace. There may have been several reasons for this 

including a risk mitigation by putting a time limit on resources, both financial and employee 

time, on what was perceived as quite an innovative experiment by the Department. Project 

budget and timelines may have also influenced this. For example, the pilot was conducted at 

the end of the calendar year and drawing the pilot out over the Christmas and New Year shut 

down period as well as the extended summer break where many public servants take extended 

leave would have influenced the pilot. While not always ideal, the practicalities of project 

implementation will always be a reality for workplace gamification designers. 

7.3.1.4 Other contextual notes 
 
The immediate HR team was excited about the use of gamification to enhance their delivery 

of HR services and worked to build buy-in with the 4 branches who participated in the 

gamification implementation. Given the size and complexity of the organisation, the HR team 

was better placed than I to navigate organisational processes and politics.  
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7.3.2 The design 
The gamification design for the Department was focussed on rewarding employees for 

completing professional development tasks, including performance feedback conversations. 

This resulted in points for individuals, teams and branches that were displayed on a 

leaderboard. Individuals could also redeem points for rewards. This gamification experience 

was a digital platform accessed on employee’s desktop computers.  

Motivations. The underlying motivation being tapped into was a sense of achievement and 

progression, as well as a social motivation to compare performance across individuals and 

teams.  

Gameplay pattern and win state. The win state for individuals and teams was to earn the 

highest number of points, as shown by the leaderboard. This then aggregated at each of the 

organisation’s hierarchy levels to a team, branch, and division level.  

Mechanics and dynamics. The following mechanics and dynamics created the gameplay 

over the 1-month period.  

• Professional development tasks. Employees could log dozens of professional 

development activities on the platform (Design 14). These were categorised as those 

focussed on: 

1. Feedback: asking for and giving feedback 

2. Knowledge: reading departmental resources 

3. Development: completing learning and development courses 

4. Connecting: 

attending 

networking 

events 

5. Collaborating: 

working with 

colleagues  
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Design 14. The Department gamified activities 

• Points and levels.  Users received points for completing professional development 

tasks (Design 15). There were three-point systems to reward different types of 

behaviours. Experience Points (XP) were lifetime points to show an individual’s 

professional development efforts over multiple months and years. The number of XP 

also correlated to a level, e.g. Level 1 was 0 – 1450 points, Level 2 from 1451 – 2950, 

and so on. Redeemable Points (RP) were points that users could redeem for rewards. 

And Branch Points (BP) were points earned for the team and branch.  

 

Design 15. The Department points earned congratulations pop-up 

• Notifications. The player ribbon displayed on the right-hand part of the screen, and 

also included notifications (Design 16). There were in the form of recent progress on 

points and levels, updates on tasks to be completed, and days left for challenges.  
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Design 16. The Department notifications 

• Monthly challenge. The Department could set a monthly challenge to read certain 

corporate documents that were important to the business at that time (Design 17). The 

reading of these documents was measured across the organisation and displayed on the 

Resources and Dashboard sections.  

 

 

Design 17. The Department monthly challenge 

• Resources. A series of strategy, policy and corporate documents were available on the 

platform for users to read (Design 18). Reading the document resulted in points for the 

individual and branch.   
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Design 18. The Department resources to be read 

• Dashboard. A dashboard displayed the user’s accumulated points, as well as other 

statistics like XP earned over the month, progress on the monthly challenge, and a 

‘pentagraph’ that displayed the type of professional development completed. This 

showed the area of focus and compared this with the branch. The dashboard displayed 

information at the individual, team, branch, division, and Department level (Design 

19). The team and branch dashboards allowed teams to view their progress in 

completing activities, earning BP and also their progress on the monthly challenges. 

Managers could also use this information to understand how their team is performing 

and make any changes in focus or direction.  
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Design 19. The Department dashboard, branch view 

 
Rewards. Individuals could use their RP to redeem rewards and further opportunities for 

development. A large range of rewards was made available to cater for individual preferences, 

some preferring to redeem smaller and more tangible rewards such as coffee and book 

vouchers, and others preferring development opportunities such as shadowing a senior staff 

member. Some rewards had a limited frequency and amount that may be redeemed across the 

Department, drawing on motivations such as fear of missing out and exclusivity.  

Theme. Given the professional nature of Government work and the initial perceptions and 

hesitation of applying gamification in this context, no theme was used for the gamification 

platform. However, the visual design was made to feel ‘friendly’ by using pleasing colours 

such as the aqua and by using game-like icons for the types of points (Design 20). This 

provided a subtle element of playfulness to the interface and experience.  
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Design 20. The Department visual elements 

 

Platform. The platform was a browser-based digital interface which users accessed on their 

work desktop computers. The platform was built in HTML 5, using Mongo DB as the 

database for storing and calculating points. This means that points were automatically 

calculated and displayed, and players could redeem rewards by the system sending an email 

to the HR Department who was managing the rewards.  
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Photographs and designs of the gamification  
 

Design 21. The Department homepage design 

 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

Design 22. The Department dashboard design, individual view  
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Design 23. The Department rewards page design 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Photograph 22. The Department platform, congratulations pop-up  
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7.3.3 CHAT gamification overlay 

The gamification design can be viewed as an overlay onto the existing activity system. The 

below figure shows the blue gamification overlay onto the Department activity system. This 

figure visualises the Department activity system during the gamification research period, with 

the gamification components acting on the various parts of the system. For example, 

managers and staff will have feedback conversations in person and then log them into the 

gamified digital platform in order to get points and improve their team and branches position 

on the leaderboard. The gamified platform also provides real-time data about team and branch 

activity, providing additional information and overview between parts of the community.  

 

 
Figure 22. The Department activity system, gamification overlay 

Mediating artefacts

Community Division of labourRules

Subject Object

• Staff from many 
teams, including 
interstate offices
• Dashboard 

showing team, 
branch and 
division level 
activity

• Managers and staff 
having feedback 
conversations
• Managers and staff 

logging feedback 
conversations

• Must log 
professional 
development 
activities to get 
points
• Must read 

organisational 
documents to get 
points 
• Redeemable 

points can be 
used to get 
rewards

• Players • Complete professional 
development activities
• Receive points for self
• Receive points for team 

and branch on 
leaderboard

• Digital gamification 
platform
• Tangible rewards

• Computer
• Workplace systems, eg

Outlook and calendars, 
Microsoft suite, HR 
systems,  internal comms 

• Offices around 
Australia

• People impacted 
by the 
department’s 
policies and 
programs 

• Other federal 
government 
departments

• General public  
and taxpayers

• Managers
• Human 

Resources

• Role 
performance 
and completing 
work tasks

• Staff High performing staff 

Outcome
Providing public 
services to 
Australia. 
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7.4 The Department activity system, post-gamification 

Having provided a detailed description of pre-gamification context, the design process and the 

gamification design for this context, the post-gamification results are provided in this section. 

The structure mirrors the pre-gamification section, which includes the post-gamification case 

study description and CHAT activity analysis. This is followed by a summary of results in 

table format for comparison of key elements of the system pre- and post-gamification. 

7.4.1 Post-gamification case study  
The gamification of the Department professional development resulted in increased 

engagement for some staff but not others. Those that reported changes in behaviour felt that 

the gamification increased engagement and motivation, improved team interactions and 

communication, and resulted in better clarity on team and branch goals. The majority (77 %) 

of staff engaged once a week with the platform, with 16 % engaging multiple times a week or 

daily. This is summarised in the figure below.  

 
Figure 23. The Department gamification summary 
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7.4.2 Experience of gamification 
Post-gamification questionnaire responses and interviews showed that about half of the staff 

(53.85 %) felt neutral about the use of gamification, and 30.77 % felt somewhat positive and 

15.38 % felt extremely positive. Importantly, no respondents replied that they felt somewhat 

negative or extremely negative about the experience.  

 

  
Figure 24. The Department post-gamification responses to question ‘how do you feel about gamification being applied 
to the Department   

When asked why those with positive or extremely positive responses had provided that 

response, they said: 

“Makes this more enjoyable” 

“A good opportunity to improve our work and get an understanding of all of 

our responsibilities.” 

“It does push you to do certain tasks – some that you don't even think of.” 

“It's a good check-in to prioritize career development and training.” 

 

These questionnaire responses focus on enjoyment as well as the benefit of being incentivised 

to complete development tasks.  Meanwhile the neutral respondents centred around mixed 

engagement hint at engagement from some team members but not all. 

“I don't think I used it enough to care about it yet.” 

2

4

7

Extremely 
positive

Somewhat 
positive

Neither 
positive nor 

negative

Somewhat 
negative

Extremely 
negative
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“Incentives helped engage some but not all team members.” 

“I think people will find different things rewarding at work and not all of 

this can be gamified.” 

“I don’t think I did anything different; I was just rewarded for things I was 

already doing.” 

These questionnaire responses provide an initial sense of the response to the gamification 

design in the Department and is further analysed in the following sections.  

7.4.3 Changes in behaviour and perception experienced  
 

7.4.3.1 Increase in professional development behaviour  

Participants in the gamification experience noted that the game mechanics were nudging them 

to complete actions they normally would not prioritise. Changes in behaviour included 

increased awareness of and engagement in professional development: 

“It was useful to reinforce the importance of professional development.” 

“It made me realise that I was doing more professional development than I 

thought I was”. 

 “It made me read the policies more thoroughly.” 

“It is a useful way to motivate us to do work we might otherwise ignore.” 

 “Easier to see and read corporate materials, motivation to seek and give 

feedback.” 

“I think it is the future of HR. I see benefits in make tasks as fun as they can 

be.” 

These responses indicate that staff were incentivised to prioritise and ‘reinforce professional 

development’ in a way that had not been done before, nothing that it was ‘a useful way to 
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motivate us’. One respondent even went so far as to say that gamification ‘is the future of 

HR’.  

Others stated that the gamified platform improved communication and conversations about 

professional development and team interactions.  

“A good opportunity to improve our work and get an understanding of all of 

our responsibilities.” 

“More conversations about development, more proactive development 

planning, better understanding of development” 

“I became more aware of the kinds of things that HR/the Department 

generally valued in terms of employees' interactions with each other, and 

what we should be aware of.” 

Here the common theme is about increased understanding about team responsibilities and 

improved awareness and conversations around professional development.   

Still others stated that they enjoyed the competitive aspects of the platform and the tangible 

rewards.  

 “I wanted to be the best in the branch.” 

“Being a competitive person, I liked the 'competitive' aspects of the tool.” 

 “I like that the rewards are tangible, and not a certificate or the like.” 

 

The point and leaderboard mechanics appear to have provided enjoyment for competitive 

individuals who ‘wanted to be the best’ in their team. 

Toni described his experience of the platform, enjoying the interface and having all 

professional development activities in a single place.  

“The thing that I really like about it was a very nice interface, and then 

when you logged on, and look up to see my feedback in the team that 
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having all the activities in one place helped people think about marketing, 

and helped me think about what things going into helping you develop, so 

that was nice. And thinking about what haven't I done recently and what 

should I be doing. That was quite a useful format.  

The categories were also useful I thought, in that there's these things that 

you do, and you might do the whole thing not focusing one on area too 

much or too little…. this would be a good platform for helping people 

undertake their own personal development. I don't think you'd want it to 

replicate the more formal assessment processes. I'd say the majority of the 

team was engaged.” – Toni, interview 

Toni complimented the interface design and the easy navigation to the professional 

development activities. He also estimated that the majority of his team were engaged with the 

gamification experience. 

Cate, an assistant manager, described her surprise at enjoying the gamified aspects as her 

original perception was that she did not need or want game mechanics in her workplace.  

“It's interesting because I didn't think I'd like gamification, because I'm like, 

‘I don't need to be incented (sic) to do anything. People who need this 

shouldn't be working here’. But on the other hand, once you do it, it's like, 

‘Well this is kind of fun’. It was funny, because I found myself going, 

‘Okay, in the last week and a half I've done this, this, and this and just 

ticking off all this stuff. Thinking, ‘This is stuff you ought to be doing 

anyway, so that's why I can tick them’. If people actually do need this to do 

that, there's something wrong. But it was fun to do and I didn't mind. What 

was interesting was being able to see other teams, how much they were 

using it. There were two other teams that were nuts. Whereas, the other 

team in our area, obviously they didn't care at all. Ours was second to last 

and somewhere in the middle, so I don't know what that says about the type 

of person that's in those other teams as well, as to whether they're in a more 

competitive environment or hire more competitive type of person than us.” 

– Cate, interview 
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Cate found herself enjoying the gamification experience and feeling incentivised to ‘tick off’ 

the professional development activities she had completed. She also reflected on her team’s 

usage of the platform in comparison to other teams and wondering whether lack of 

competitiveness reflected her team’s middle to ‘second to last’ position her team placed on 

the leaderboard.  

Cate went on to speak about the rewards she could and did redeem for completing 

professional development, stating that they motivated her to complete additional tasks.   

“It was fun. Well it actually motivated me to get the last couple of things 

done, because I found I was 10 points below being able to get a second one 

and I thought, ‘Oh, well I have to find a couple more things to do’. Whether 

that motivates you to do things you wouldn't have done otherwise that aren't 

necessary, or whether it motivates you to do things that are, I don't know, 

but it made me read a bunch of the policies more thoroughly, which is 

probably really good, because when you start you have to read certain 

things and then it just falls by the wayside over time.” – Cate, interview 

Cate described her strategic decision making in the gameplay regarding earning points so she 

could redeem a coffee voucher, stating that this prompted her to look for additional activities 

to complete. She also stated that she read the policies more thoroughly and some which she 

would not have read otherwise as they tend to ‘fall by the wayside over time’.  

Nick also saw positive benefits of using the platform even for a few minutes at a time but felt 

that he needed a prompt or reminder.  

“Popping in and spending time on the platform even if it's just two minutes, 

three minutes, something like that, I could see that for me and potentially 

for others it would change behaviour. They might go off and do a course or 

give someone some feedback or seek some feedback, something like that.  

I think that that's good, that there's some sort of trigger. And that could be 

anything from individuals taking upon themselves to put it in their diary to 
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update or being reminded through a pop-up sort of thing on their desktop or 

just part of regular com's channel sort of thing.” – Nick, interview 

While these experiences and behaviours observed are quite positive, not all staff reported high 

levels of engagement. Some post-gamification questionnaire responses indicate that some staff 

approached the platform with cynicism.  

“Some took it as a bit of a joke but didn't see any bad behaviours.” 

“Cynicism from some team members about more forms and financial 

incentives” 

Interestingly, these statements were second-hand observations from respondents rather than 

direct quotes from interviewees or questionnaire respondents. This could be due a self-select 

bias, in that those participants who did not enjoy the experience were less likely to respond to 

the post-gamification questionnaire or to participate in the post-gamification interviews. 

However, the opposite reaction could be true as well, in that participants with particularly 

negative reactions may wish to make themselves heard via the questionnaire at least.  

7.4.3.2 The digital user experience was positive 
Users reported that the platform was simple and easy to use, with strong positive feedback 

about the design and interface. 

 “It’s simple and easy to use” 

“It’s a nice interface” 

“I like how you can see most things on a page.” 

These questionnaire responses were common in many questionnaire answers, showing a well-

designed interface. Nick and Cate liked the simplicity of the platform: 

“It was simple enough, it wasn't overdone, there weren't' hundreds of 

different activities to choose from. You kind of want to be able to look at 

most things on one screen and just click on it.” – Nick, interview 
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“It was easy to use, that's for sure. It was pretty easy to click through and 

see what something actually was.” – Cate, interview 

Nick and Cate’s statements reinforce the questionnaire responses in that they enjoyed the 

digital interface and found it easy and simple to navigate. Cate went on to say that the digital 

gamified platform legitimised her additional efforts in professional development.  

“Well it was actually positive reinforcement. It was like, ‘Oh, I do do a lot 

of these things’. It legitimizes things that sometimes people might not think 

that those are important. Like it's a waste of time do all those extra 

whatevers (sic), but the fact that it legitimizes that a little and lets you go, 

‘Oh, actually it's good that I did that’. That was nice, and then like I said, 

for me, just reinforcing that I'm just naturally doing them, so I was able to 

just go in and tick off a bunch of things on there, so that was nice.” – Cate, 

interview 

She found that the positive reinforcement of the interface legitimised her professional 

development efforts and enjoyed the ability to log or ‘tick off’ a range of activities upon 

completion.  

7.4.3.3 The dashboard was good, but needed more depth 

 
Staff found the dashboard interesting, enjoying being able to see their professional 

development efforts visualised. They noted that they would like to see more data in the 

different dashboards. 

“I liked the graph with the five points.” 

“You could add more metrics, that would be interesting” 

“I’d like to be able to set up my own leaderboard with mates” 

 
Similarly, Gemma described that she would like the graphs on the dashboard to include more 

detail to allow her to do more comparison between individuals and teams.  
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“In terms of the platform, I think the graphs could've been a little bit more 

meaningful for me. I didn't understand some of them, like the two tone 

colours, like is that me compared to everyone else? I think the graphs could 

have just been more ... because it's about that competition between people, 

between branches, between teams.” – Gemma, interview 

Gemma felt she needed more clarity on the graphs, particularly as they related to comparison 

between teams. She further stated that she would like an emailed report of the dashboard data:  

“I like the sound of a report once a month. And if I was to get that email, it 

would be like tracking me against maybe all other APS 5s, or my branch 

versus someone else's branch.” – Gemma, interview 

The dashboard component of the gamification experience was rated positively by staff 

because it allowed them to visualise their professional development progress and allow for 

benchmarking against other teams and branches. Some improvements were suggested, 

particularly around more depth and clarity about the graphs and potentially a monthly report.  

7.4.4 Challenges and potential improvements  

7.4.4.1 Improvements include more activities and integration 
Several suggestions for improvements were made in the post-gamification questionnaires and 

interviews, including minor adjustment to the professional development activities and points. 

Some staff wanted more activities to be available, so that they could come back regularly. 

 “I think the things we can get points for need to be more tailored to our 

team to add more value. So, in this case I think it would be beneficial” 

“I think the points were not appropriately scaled for activities. So, I did a 

two day training course, which got me 100 points, whereas if I had a 

meeting with my supervisor, I got 150 points.” 

“More reward options, more work specific to the team/division, challenges 

and competitions” 
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These responses show staff would like activities and rewards to be more tailored to individual 

teams, as well as some adjustment to how much certain activities are worth in comparison 

with others.  

In addition to the tweaks to points, activities and rewards, a key future improvement would be 

the integration of this gamified platform with other workplace systems in order to have Single 

Sign On functionality and the ability to automatically pull data from other HR systems.   

“Ideally it should be something that sources data from other activities. I 

realise that this is a trial/pilot product and future versions of the tool would 

likely be integrated with other HR tools e.g. TalentPlus.” 

“Auto sign in. Team managers can add their own tasks. Users can submit a 

completed task to their manager who can approve it. i.e. say I complete a 

presentation to an external group which is not part of my normal job.” 

As stated in the first comment, integration with another system such as Single Sign On was 

out of scope due to the nature of this pilot project. However, it clearly presented users with an 

irritant when engaging with the gamification experience. For example, Gemma describes the 

lack of Single Sign On on was her biggest barrier when asked what could be improved: 

“Signing in. Like that was probably my biggest barrier to using it was 

having to - I know this sounds so lazy - log on to the website, then type in 

my email address, remember my password which is different from my work 

password.” – Gemma, interview 

Toni and Cate also described their desire to access the platform without additional sign in.  

“I think the main one for me was just remembering where it was, so I 

imagine you can integrate with this in the TalentPlus, which is kind of about 

our HR personal development platform in the Department. I think it would 

be easy to find. It wouldn't be here if it wasn't easy to find, screw that then.” 

– Toni, interview 
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 “If it could be incorporated into 'my plan' so there's a bit more integration 

between the two. Yeah, so if there is some sort of recognition of the fact 

that everyone does have a 'my plan', that encourages it ... that could be 

encouraged to do, that would be good.” – Cate, interview 

Key areas for improvement suggested by staff include tweaking of point value for 

professional development, tailoring of activities and rewards for particular teams, and 

integration with other departmental systems to allow for easier login to the digital 

gamification experience.  
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7.5 Post-gamification activity system   

After the one-month implementation period, the changed the Department activity system is 

illustrated below. The systemic tensions identified pre-gamification are now mapped again 

post-gamification, and any change depicted using colour – green colour shows a system 

tension that has been fully resolved, orange a systemic tension that has been reduced, and red 

a systemic tension that remains. Each systemic tension is discussed briefly below. 

a) Shift from traditional performance management process - reduced. The gamification 

design supported the shift towards a more informal performance management process, with 

staff reporting that the game mechanics were nudging them to complete actions they normally 

would not prioritise.  

b) Diverse and varied cultures across the organisation - remains. Due to the size of the 

organisation and the fact that the gamification was implemented in several branches only and 

for a period of one month, this tension remains.  

c) Performance feedback experience was manager dependent - remains. There was no 

evidence from the interviews or questionnaires to suggest that the manager’s individual 

disposition was overridden by the gamification, meaning that individual manager style still 

played an important part of an individual’s experience of their performance feedback, 

therefore this tension remains.  
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Figure 25. Department activity system, post-gamification 

It can be seen that the same elements in the system exist and that the tension of shifting to a 

new performance management process had been reduced while the other two systemic 

tensions of a diverse culture and manager-dependent feedback experience remained.  

A comparison of the before and after questionnaire responses and system tensions is provided 

in the table below. Pre-gamification respondents were 284 from across the Department, and 

post-gamification respondents were 14 out of the 37 people that participated in the 

gamification. The large number of pre-gamification questionnaire respondents was due to the 

requirement from the project team and as these were anonymous, they could not be linked to 
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individual participants in the gamification experience. Out of the 37 staff that participated in 

the 1-month gamification experience, less than half responded to the post-gamification 

questionnaire. This could be due to lack of engagement with the gamification platform or lack 

of time or prioritisation due to other work commitments.  

 Pre-gamification Post-gamification  
Number of 
respondents 

N=284 N=14 

How do you feel 
about working at 
Department? 

32 % Extremely positive (49) 
38 % Somewhat positive (59) 
17 % Neither positive nor 
negative (27) 
10 % Somewhat negative (16) 
3 % Extremely negative (4) 

57 % Extremely positive (8) 
35 % Somewhat positive (5) 
7 % Neither positive nor negative (1) 
0 % Somewhat negative 
0 % Extremely negative 

How do you feel 
about the use of 
gamification in 
your team? 

 44% Unsure (67) 
22% Hopeful (33) 
16% Excited (24) 
12% Sceptical (18) 
7% Dreading it (10) 

n/a 

What shifts in 
behaviour did you 
see? 

n/a Increased engagement and motivation 
Improved team interactions 
Increased communication 
Better clarity on team and branch 
goals   
 
 

Systemic tension 
a)  

Shift from traditional 
performance management 
process. 

 Reduced 

Systemic tension 
b)  

  
Diverse and varied cultures 
across the organisation. 

 Remains 

Systemic tension 
c)  

  
Performance feedback 
experience is manager 
dependent. 

 Remains 

Should your team 
continue with 
gamification? 

n/a 42% Yes (6) 
42% Maybe (6) 
16% No (2) 

Table 10. The Department pre vs post gamification 
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7.6 Conclusion 

The final section of this chapter provides a summary of this case study and the gamification 

design as well as an assessment of the success of the gamification in producing the desired 

results in the activity system. A preliminary assessment of the three research questions and 

expectations is provided and the chapter will conclude with key insights and learnings the 

Workplace Gamification Design Process. 

7.6.1 Summary and assessment   
The Department was a government department and the HR team was seeking a way to 

increase engagement with professional development activities, primarily the increase in 

regular feedback conversations due to their recent removal of a formal performance 

management system. The key systemic tensions were the transition from this formal biannual 

rating system, a varied and diverse culture, and a manager-dependent professional 

development experience for staff.  

Given the Department’s familiarity with team and branch comparison as well the need to 

develop a universal gamification experience, points and leaderboards were chosen as two key 

mechanics. In addition to these, a dashboard with various graphs showed individual progress 

and effort in professional development. Staff could also trade in their Redeemable Points for 

tangible rewards like vouchers as well as further development opportunities such as meetings 

with senior executives.  

Overall the gamification experience resulted in some changed behaviour regarding 

professional development, including increased motivation to complete professional 

development and increased team discussions about professional development. There was a 

mixed level of engagement however, with not all individual and teams participating and some 

viewing the gamification with cynicism.  

The gamification experience can be deemed somewhat successful because it reduced the 

important workplace tension of shift from traditional performance management process that 

relied on a mandate towards a process in which individuals were motivated and incentivised 

to be proactive in their own development. The other two tensions of a diverse and varied 

culture and the manager-dependent nature of performance feedback remain. This may be due 
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to the fact that a larger organisation requires more time to change. In addition, not all staff 

engaged or enjoyed the experience with some greeting it with cynicism, likely a symptom of a 

traditional and conservative workplace. Improvements for future iterations include a detailed 

dashboard, tweaking to point values for professional development activities, and integration 

with other systems for an easier digital experience.  

7.6.2 Preliminary assessment    

Evaluating the research questions based on this context. 

Research expectation 1a: CHAT can be used to identify and map the effects of workplace 

gamification on the activity system (theory). CHAT provided a useful way to map the 

systemic tensions in this activity system. While one tensions was reduced, the others remain. 

This could be due to the size of this activity system being large. This activity system could be 

deemed as larger and more complex than the other two case studies, which is not adequately 

represented in the CHAT model.  

Research expectation 1b: CHAT provides a basis for data collection and analysis that can 

inform meaningful workplace gamification design (practice).  CHAT provided a useful guide 

for structuring interview questions so as to get a holistic overview of the organisation through 

the CHAT lenses. This was particularly important given the size of this organisation.  

Research expectation 1: Gamification can provide meaningful engagement in the workplace 

when it is tailored to the organisational context. Some staff found the gamification to provide 

meaningful engagement with professional development, resulting in them feeling legitimised 

for engaging with such activities and doing more activities than they normally would. 

However, some staff felt that it did not result in engagement or changed behaviour. This is 

therefore not strongly supported because not all staff had a meaningful engagement over the 

research period.  

 

This preliminary assessment of the research questions is that one of the three was supported. 

This will be further assessed in the cross-case comparison in Chapter 8. 
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7.6.3 Learnings for CHAT and the Workplace Gamification Design Process   
This case study is somewhat different to the other two, as the number of participants and 

teams is greater and more dispersed, the implementation period was one month instead of 

three, and the platform was digital instead of physical. 

The other interesting reflection is on the size and complexity of the activity system. While 

Shoalhaven existed within a larger school context, the LF team was quite small. Ruby’s was a 

small team too and had a focussed team purpose and close-knit team. The Department 

however included a range of teams with varying roles, demographics and locations. While the 

digital platform allowed for reach and scalability, the diversity of the culture and attitudes 

towards innovative approaches like gamification meant mixed experiences for subjects in this 

system. While this openness to innovation can be reduced in government organisations 

(Abbasi, 2017; Hassan, 2017; Harviainen & Hassan, 2019) it may not necessarily be the case 

(Rietzschel & Zacher, 2015; Samaranayake & Takemura, 2017.  

The implementation period was 1 month and while the majority of users engaged regularly 

(one or more times a week) with the platform and saw some behavioural outcomes, two of the 

systemic tensions remain. The cultural diversity and range of managerial styles were not 

reduced or resolved as a result of the gamification implementation. This is likely because a 

large systemic shift required to change these tensions is not possible within the timeframe and 

scope of the gamification design, however, it does raise the question of how much 

gamification intervention would be needed to address such ingrained tensions in an 

organisation of this size.  

Lessons learnt for the gamification design process are summarised as:  

▪ Large teams and conservative organisations may not embrace innovative approaches to 

staff engagement as much as smaller or more innovative teams. 

▪ The digital and individual nature of this gamification experience was appropriate for the 

context and intent, showing the importance of the gamification design process in 

tailoring the mechanics and interface.  
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▪ Using gamification in government to increase professional development behaviour can 

have positive benefits when staff engage but run the risk of cynicism and lack of 

engagement by some.
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Chapter 8:  
Cross-Case comparison 

Having presented an in-depth before-and-after design case study of each of the three 

organisations examined in this thesis, a cross-case comparison will now be made to further 

analyse the data for common themes and insights and extract principles for the Workplace 

Gamification Design Process. Continuing the before-and-after design method (McDonald, 

2012) and including narrative to facilitate comparison (Goldstone, 1997), the case studies will 

be analysed for commonalities and differences. These points of comparison are based on the 

CHAT model as determined a priori (see Section 3.4), the five-step Workplace Gamification 

Design Process presented (Section 3.6) and the organisational characteristics and employee 

experience pre- and post-gamification. 

This comparison comprises three sections, a pre-gamification (8.1), gamification design 

process (8.2), post-gamification (8.3), followed by a conclusion of improvements and lessons 

learnt (8.4). Each section begins with a table summarising key data gathered from the 

questionnaires and interviews, and each component is then analysed in more detail. This 

detailed cross-case comparison aims to extract additional insights and principles that can 

inform an improved Workplace Gamification Design Process, which will be presented in 

Chapter 9. 

8.1 Pre-gamification comparison  

The first cross-case comparison is about the organisations themselves and the systemic tensions 

in their activity systems. This comparison between the pre-gamification characteristics of the 

organisation shows the similarities and differences in the three contexts and demonstrates why 

the gamification design for each was tailored and unique to each case study. Table 11 details 

the information about each organisation gathered in the pre-gamification questionnaires and 

interviews, and each of these areas is then further described and compared in more detail.   
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 Shoalhaven Ruby’s Department 
Organisation 
Type 

School Restaurant Government 
department 

Participants Questionnaires n=7  
Interviews n=7 
Players = 7 

Questionnaires n=9 
Interviews n=9 
Players = 9  

Questionnaires n=284 
Interviews n=12 
Players = 37 

Age distribution 26–34 years old 
(50 %) 

35–44 years old 
(50 %) 

18–25 years old 
(71 %) 

29 years old (50 %) 
 

26–34 years old 
(29 %) 

35–44 years old 
(29 %) 

45–55 years old 
(25 %) 

55–64 years old 
(11 %) 

65 years plus (2 %) 
Tenure  
(How long have 
you worked 
here?)  

0–1 year (20 %) 
1–3 years (40 %) 
4–6 years (30 %) 
10–15 years (10 %) 
 

0–1 year (57 %) 
1–3 years (29 %) 
4–6years (14 %) 

0–1 year (12 %) 
1–3 years (21 %) 
4–6 years (26 %) 
7–10 years (18 %) 
10–15 years (15 %) 
>16 years (8 %) 

Workplace 
satisfaction 
(How do you feel 
about work?) 

87.5 % extremely 
positive  

12.5 % somewhat 
positive 

25 % extremely 
positive 

25 % somewhat 
positive 

25 % neither positive 
nor negative 

25 % somewhat 
negative 

38 % somewhat 
positive 

32 % extremely 
positive 

17 % neither positive 
nor negative 

10 % somewhat 
negative 

3 % extremely 
negative 

Systemic tensions  ▪ Needing to apply to 
take LF time 

▪ Managing LF with 
other duties 

▪ Lack of 
communication 
between LF team 

▪ Lack of promotion 
to the school and 
community 

▪ Frustration when it 
feels like object is 
not being achieved 

▪ Daily challenges of 
communication 
between team and 
mistakes in orders 

▪ Bias towards 
negative feedback 

▪ Shift from 
traditional 
performance 
management 
process. 

▪ Diverse and varied 
cultures across the 
organisation. 

▪ Performance 
feedback experience 
is manager 
dependent. 

Game type 
(What sort of 
games do you 
play?) 

38 % board games 
13 % mobile games 
13 % card games 
13 % sport 
13 % video games 

50 % board games 
25 % card games 
25 % none 

24 % board games 
21 % mobile games 
18 % card games 
16 % sport 
13 % video games 
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 Shoalhaven Ruby’s Department 
 4 % none 

3 % games on 
Facebook  

Gameplay 
frequency  
(How often do 
you play games?) 

38% rarely 
25% multiple times a 

week 
13 % once a week 
13 % every day 
13 % once a month 

75% multiple times a 
week 

25% never 

24 % rarely 
21% multiple times a 

week 
20 % once a week 
18 % every day 
9 % once a month 
9 % never 

Participant 
perception of 
gamification 
(How do you feel 
about the use of 
gamification in 
your team?) 

85 % excited 
12.5 % unsure 
 

50 % sceptical 
25 % excited 
25 % hopeful 
 

44 % unsure 
22 % hopeful 
16 % excited 
12 % sceptical 
7 % dreading it 

Table 11. Cross-case comparison, pre-gamification 

8.1.1 Organisation type  
The first difference between the three organisations that participated in this study is the 

organisation type. A school, a restaurant and a government department represent three very 

different workplaces and industries. These workplaces were chosen due to their diversity and 

through convenience of sampling, and their diversity provides a fascinating opportunity to 

apply and evaluate the same gamification design process in three multifarious contexts 

(McDonald, 2012). I believe this diversity strengthens this research by testing the capability 

of the Workplace Gamification Design Process to map the ecosystem and produce meaningful 

engagement in each workplace. The differences of these workplace types manifest in their 

systemic tensions, the challenges they face and perhaps indeed the intent of the gamification 

experience itself. Given that the activity system is entirely representative of the organisational 

context as a whole, any differences arising from this is dealt with using CHAT.  

8.1.2 Participant number  

The participant number was reasonably similar across the three organisations. While 

Shoalhaven and Ruby’s had fewer than 10 and the Department had more than 30, the order of 

magnitude is similar. While the participant number did not vary immensely between the three 

organisations, the Department stands out in the cross-comparison in this factor. The reason for 

this is that the Department case study was part of a contracted piece of professional work that 
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required the participant number to be greater than ten so as to provide the HR project team 

with suitable numbers to justify their resources for this project.  

While the number of participants was greatest in the Department, the total number of 

participants in the gamification implementation is similar enough to Shoalhaven and Ruby’s 

to not warrant concern. The more significant difference that is noteworthy, however, is the 

nature of the teams. The teams in Shoalhaven and Ruby’s were a single team, whereas the 

Department participants were from across ten teams. While the Learning Frontiers (LF) team 

existed as part of a cohort of Shoalhaven teaching staff, the LF team itself had fewer than ten 

individuals and, more importantly, who saw themselves as a single team. Ruby’s also was 

unified by a team identity and a familial team affiliation. The participating Department teams 

were from across a large organisation of thousands of staff and did not interact as a single 

team. 

While the team size and nature were accounted for in the tailoring of the gamification design, 

the nature of the Department teams could have an effect on the success of the gamification 

experience. In fact, this could partially account for the diversity of subcultures that exist in the 

Department on a spectrum from conservative and jaded on one side to innovative and open on 

the other.  

8.1.3 Age distribution and tenure 

A noticeable difference existed between the organisations is age and tenure. Ruby’s had the 

youngest median age and shortest tenure, with the majority of staff (57 %) having worked 

there for less than a year. The Department, on the other hand, had the broadest age 

distribution, respondents ranging from a 26–34-years group to the 65-years-and-older 

category. Tenure seems to have had a correlation with age in these three cases, as the 

Department had the majority of staff having worked there for 4–6 years but some as much as 

16 years and more. Shoalhaven was in the middle, with its workforce ranging between 26 and 

44 years in age and an average tenure of about 1–3 years.  

The age ranges and distribution are likely to be a factor of the type of workplace. For 

example, a restaurant with part-time waitstaff is unsurprisingly staffed by young people, 

whereas government departments can tend to have older staff that stay with the organisation 

for decades. The more pertinent question may be whether age and tenure are correlated to 
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openness to gamification. This is analysed in 8.1.8 Gamification perception versus age and 

tenure. 

8.1.4 Workplace satisfaction  
The Shoalhaven LF team was the most satisfied with its workplace, based on responses to the 

question ‘How do you feel about work?’, with options ranging from ‘extremely positive’ to 

‘extremely negative’. All members of the Shoalhaven team were positive about their 

workplace (87.5 % extremely positive), followed by Department with 70 % positive (38 % 

extremely positive) and Ruby’s team with half positive (25 % extremely positive). 

Shoalhaven had zero neutral or negative responses, followed by Department with 17 % 

neutral and 13 % negative (3 % extremely negative), and Ruby’s with a quarter neutral and a 

quarter somewhat negative.  

It is worth noting that the Department had a much larger response rate than the other two 

organisations, with 284 respondents in the pre-gamification questionnaire. Again, this was 

due to the contracted nature of the project and the need for a larger workplace sample in the 

questionnaire. While the number was larger, it could in fact mean that the questionnaire 

results are more accurate, given the comparatively much larger total workforce in the 

department. 

Based on the questionnaire responses to this question, the workplace satisfaction comparison 

ranked from most satisfied to least satisfied is: 

1. Shoalhaven 

2. Department  

3. Ruby’s. 

A study by Wulandari & Burgess (2011) showed that workplace satisfaction is mediated by 

trust and communication openness of the supervisor, with high levels of trust and 

communication openness resulting in higher job satisfaction. Similarity, George & Zhou 

(2001) found that openness to experience encouraged employees to engage in creative 

behaviour. Viewing the results from this thesis in this light, Shoalhaven’s employees may 

have had the highest workplace satisfaction in part due to a positive relationship with the LF 
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team leader Thomas, who embodied communication openness and enthusiasm. Ruby’s low 

workplace satisfaction could also be explained through the trust and communication 

mediation, as staff here had low levels of trust and negatively biased communication with 

manager Pedro.  

Further, levels of workplace satisfaction, as mediated by the manager relationship, could 

influence the employees’ willingness to participate in a gamification intervention. This is 

explored further in 8.1.10 Gamification perception versus workplace satisfaction.  

8.1.5 Systemic tensions  

The systemic tensions in each workplace setting are quite diverse, ranging from daily 

challenges and feedback interactions in Ruby’s to frustrations about organisational rules and 

inter-school communication in Shoalhaven to a whole-of-organisation shift to a new 

performance management system in the Department. The systemic tensions are unique to 

each context and demonstrate the breadth of workplace object and outcomes as well as in the 

other CHAT elements. While this introduces more variables to the analysis than three similar 

organisations addressing similar challenges, e.g. three schools, it provides an intriguing 

opportunity to evaluate gamification’s effectiveness and the success of a common 

gamification design method across a more diverse set of contexts.  

The similarities between the tensions are that they are focussed on the workplace and 

employee experience. Given that this is the focus of the research, this similarity is expected. 

All three organisations had a tension relating to staff interactions, whether it be the 

communication between LF staff in Shoalhaven, the negative feedback in the Ruby’s team or 

the performance feedback process in the Department. The key differences are that Shoalhaven 

was also focussed on increasing communication outside of the LF team, Ruby’s on shifting 

from a negative to a positive feedback paradigm and the Department dealing with a whole-of-

organisation process change.  

The systemic tensions are inextricably linked to the ecosystem of the organisation and in each 

case form the intent of gamification and the evaluation of the success of gamification in 

addressing the system tensions present in each system.   
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8.1.6 Game type and gameplay frequency 
In reviewing the three workplaces in terms of familiarity with games and frequency of 

gameplay, the most commonly played games in all three organisations were board games, 

followed by mobile and card games. These questionnaire responses are in line with the 

popularity of tabletop games discussed in Section 2.2.2 (Keenan, 2012; Smith, 2010) and the 

increased ubiquity of mobile games (McGonigal, 2005), as outlined in Section 2.2.4. 

Only the Department respondents reported playing games on Facebook, whereas Ruby’s staff 

did not participant in sport. The majority of waitstaff (75 %) played games multiple times a 

week, compared with Shoalhaven teachers (25 %) and Department staff (21 %). The 

Department and Shoalhaven had some users who ‘never’ played games, being 9 % in the 

former and 25 % in the latter. 

While employees in all three organisations enjoyed board games the most, the frequency of 

gameplay was highest among Ruby’s employees and much lower among those of the other 

two organisations. It is difficult to say whether the frequency of gameplay was due to age, 

organisation type or another factor. The key question is whether level of gameplay frequency 

and game type impacted on the perception of gamification in the workplace. This correlation 

will be explored in 8.1.9 Gamification perception versus game familiarity. 

8.1.7 Gamification perception 

Responses to the question ‘How do you feel about the use of gamification in your team?’ are 

particularly pertinent to this study, as they deal with initial perceptions and a willingness to 

participate in the workplace gamification experience. Answer options for this question were 

‘excited’, ‘hopeful’, ‘unsure’, ‘sceptical’ and ‘dreading it’.  

Shoalhaven was the clear leader in positive perception in this comparison, with 85 % of 

teachers excited and only 12.5 % unsure. This may be because they are teachers and therefore 

understand the importance of engagement or because their involvement in the Learning 

Frontiers program predisposed them to being open to new ideas and innovative methods. It 

could also be related to their team leader’ enthusiasm for the gamification project.  

Half of the participants at Ruby’s reported being excited and hopeful (25 % each) and half 

were sceptical. This could be due to the newness of the concept or potentially to the 
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miscommunicated purpose of the gamification experience, as one participant in the pre-

gamification interview stated that the manager, Pedro, had framed the gamification process 

more as an audit than a positive enhancement in the workplace (see Section 6.1.3.4).  

The Department had the least positive perception towards gamification, with only 38 % 

positive (22 % hopeful and 16 % excited) and 44 % unsure. This could be due to the 

conservative nature of a government organisation (Hassan, 2017; Harviainen & Hassan, 2019) 

and to its strict legal framework resulting in low-risk appetite (Abbasi, 2017) or due to the 

larger proportion of older employees. However, evidence that older employees are less 

creative and open to new experiences exists is mixed, suggesting a weak and non-linear 

relationship between age, workplace creativity and other workplace factors (Rietzschel & 

Zacher, 2015). Similarly, Samaranayake & Takemura (2017) found education and work 

experience to be the only demographic factors that were statistically significantly associated 

with employee’s change readiness (and that age was not). 

Based on the questionnaire responses to perceptions of gamification, the cross comparison 

from most to least positive is: 

1. Shoalhaven 

2. Ruby’s 

3. Department.  

While the openness to having a gamification experience implemented in the workplace could 

be a result of the organisational and team characteristics, this relationship could also be 

moderated by other factors. Given the importance of the pre-gamification perception in 

adoption of gamification in the workplace, this result will now be briefly contrasted with the 

other pre-gamification comparisons to investigate the presence of moderating factors.  

8.1.8 Gamification perception versus age and tenure   
The Department had the largest ranges of age and tenure of the three case studies as well as 

the most diverse response to the question of gamification perception, i.e. all options were 

selected by multiple respondents. This is likely due to the larger number of respondents; 

however, it is interesting to observe that the Department had a higher proportion of staff who 
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had been with the organisation a long time. This correlation between tenure and lack of 

openness to gamification could be explained by a preference for the status quo, which would 

be supported by the pre-gamification findings about extant conservative subcultures. Ruby’s 

had the youngest cohort, with 71 % of staff aged between 18 and 25 years and no tenure 

longer than 6 years, and Shoalhaven’s staff tenure ranged from 1–6 years in the main and the 

proportion excited about gamification was 85 %.  

While some correlation may exist between age and tenure and gamification perception, the 

questionnaire data do not strongly support this. It may be expected that Ruby’s staff, the 

youngest cohort, would be most open to gamification, but this was not the case. A lack of 

relationship between age and openness is supported by other studies (Samaranayake & 

Takemura, 2017), suggesting that younger age does not correlate with openness towards 

gamification in the workplace. The fact that Ruby’s was the least favourable to workplace 

gamification may be due to manager miscommunication only and not related to the young age 

of the workforce. The only significant insight from this comparison is that the Department 

had the broadest spread of ages and tenure and also the broadest range of responses to the 

gamification perception question, though this could be due to the larger sample of 

respondents.  

8.1.9 Gamification perception versus game familiarity   
While no studies have investigated this relationship yet due to the newness of the gamification 

field, familiarity with games could hypothetically be linked to gamification perception, with 

an increased familiarity resulting in increased openness to gamification in the workplace. In 

examining the responses to the question about gameplay frequency and game type and 

comparing this with gamification perception, however, no clear relationship was found. For 

example, Ruby’s had the most frequent gameplay, but Shoalhaven had the most positive 

perception. Shoalhaven had the highest number of respondents who rarely played games 

(38 %), compared with Department 24 % (and 9 % never) and Ruby’s 25 % never, yet 

Shoalhaven rated the most positive gamification perception.  

Curiously, Shoalhaven had no respondents who ‘never’ played games, while Ruby’s and the 

Department did, meaning that all of the Shoalhaven respondents played games at least 

sometimes. If a relationship between game familiarity and positive perception of gamification 

workplace exists, it was not supported by the pre-gamification questionnaires in this thesis. 
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The more likely causes of Shoalhaven’s openness to gamification are staff profession, the LF 

manager role or the high workplace satisfaction, as indicated by Wulandari & Burgess’s study 

(2011). 

8.1.10 Gamification perception versus workplace satisfaction   
The final cross-comparison of pre-gamification responses is between gamification perception 

and workplace satisfaction. Here a clear link is evident with Shoalhaven being the most 

satisfied at work and the most positive towards gamification. This could be due to employees 

who are overall happy in their work and have the mental and emotional energy to be excited 

about new opportunities, whereas employees who are dissatisfied or disgruntled in their work 

may view gamification as something unnecessary and perhaps even patronising.  

While there is a parallel between the most positive workplace culture and most positive 

perception about gamification, the reverse is not true based on this data set, i.e. the most 

negative workplace culture is not the least positive about gamification. Ruby’s ranked as the 

least satisfied and the Department ranked as the least positive about gamification.  

Based on these responses, there may be a link between high workplace satisfaction and 

openness to gamification. Considering this potential link between workplace satisfaction and 

willingness to engage with workplace gamification, James’ et al. (2008) meta-analysis could 

provide elucidation. As described in Section 3.2, their study found a strong relationship 

between organisational climate and employee attitude and that a strong organisational climate 

encourages employee behaviour that is aligned with organisational goals. Perhaps 

Shoalhaven’s excitement towards workplace gamification was because their organisational 

climate allowed them to be, in contrast with the Department’s cynicism from some who felt 

that their organisational climate was negative. 

8.1.12 Summary of pre-gamification cross comparison 

These pre-gamification comparisons provide a though-provoking view on the preconditions 

for a successful gamification design and implementation. It should be noted that the 

questionnaire responses used in this comparison are not statistically significant, nor were they 

intended to be. These responses simply provide additional and quantitative data in 

conjunction with the case study to create another lens through which to view the context. 

Different comparisons between the pre-gamification elements have been made to extract 
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further insights. Of significance were the potential correlation between workplace satisfaction 

and positive perception of gamification, with a positive workplace satisfaction being related 

to employees being more open to using gamification in their workplace.  

8.2 Gamification design process comparison 

The second cross-case comparison is about the gamification design steps used in this thesis, 

as presented in Section 3.6.2 and described in Section 4.6. While the same steps were taken in 

all cases, some variance in implementation occurred. As these variances may have had an 

impact on the gamification’s effectiveness to create meaningful engagement in the workplace, 

they are captured in Table 12, and each of these areas is then further described and compared 

in more detail.  

Design step Shoalhaven Ruby’s Department 
Gain understanding 
of business intent 
from project 
sponsor. 
 

The project sponsor 
was the leader of LF 
team, seeking a way 
to recognise his 
team’s efforts and 
increase innovative 
teaching practices. 
He also led the 
gamification 
implementation on a 
regular basis.  

The sponsor was the 
office manager, who 
was seeking a way 
to improve team and 
restaurant 
management. 

The sponsor was the 
HR team in the 
department, which 
was seeking to 
increase the 
frequency of 
performance 
conversations and 
professional 
development 
activities.  

Conduct user 
research with staff in 
the form of pre-
gamification 
interviews and 
questionnaire, 
summarised into a 
short report. 
 

Questionnaires and 
interviews were 
conducted with all 
LF team members 
and the manager.  
The system was 
mapped using 
CHAT and a 
descriptive case 
study was written.  

Questionnaires and 
interviews were 
conducted with all 
waitstaff and the 
manager. 
The system was 
mapped using 
CHAT and a 
descriptive case 
study was written 

Questionnaires were 
distributed to a large 
number of 
employees and 
interviews 
conducted with a 
sub-set of these 
users.  
The system was 
mapped using 
CHAT and a 
descriptive case 
study was written 

Facilitate a 
Gamification 
Design Lab to 
develop ideas, 
development of a 
concept, then testing 

Due to time and 
roster constraints, a 
drop-in gamification 
lab over 1 day was 
used, followed by a 

Due to extreme 
difficulty in the 
manager 
coordinating staff, a 
design session with 
the managers was 

The Design Lab was 
facilitated with the 
HR team to develop 
the gamification 
concept. 
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Design step Shoalhaven Ruby’s Department 
with users and the 
project sponsor. 
 

team design session 
at the end of the day.  
The LF manager 
was involved in 
design to develop 
the concepts.  
The gamification 
experience and 
physical materials 
were then further 
developed.  

held and then the 
concepts were 
presented to staff for 
feedback at a design 
session.  
The gamification 
experience and 
physical materials 
were then further 
developed. 

The gamification 
experience and 
digital interface 
designs were then 
further developed. 
The designs were 
then built into a 
digital platform and 
some further 
usability sessions 
with staff were 
conducted.  

Implement the 
gamification 
experience, with 
some check-ins 
through the duration 
of the testing period.  
 

The gamification 
experience was 
implemented for 3 
months. 

The gamification 
experience was 
implemented for 3 
months. 
Not all of the 
mechanics were 
implemented by the 
manager.  

The gamification 
experience was 
implemented for 1 
month across 
multiple teams.  

 Table 12. Cross-case comparison, by design step 

8.2.1 Business intent from project sponsor 
The business intent for each case study is the overall aim that each workplace was seeking to 

achieve through the gamification process. While the intent and purpose were refined 

throughout the research process and distilled into actionable gamified elements, it is worth 

noting the initial intent that the workplace had at the start of the design process.  

The intention of adopting gamification in these workplaces all centred around improving 

employee engagement and nudging behaviours. The Shoalhaven LF intent was to recognise 

team efforts and increase innovative teaching practices, Ruby’s intent was to improve team 

interaction and restaurant management and the Department’s intent was to increase 

performance discussions and professional development activities. The similarities between 

these intents is the focus on employee engagement and using a positive way to incentivise and 

reward employee behaviours in the workplace. Whether it be rewarding teachers for being 

more innovative in their teaching, rewarding waitstaff to interact more as a team or 

encouraging more feedback conversations between managers and staff around professional 

development, the commonality is in increasing staff engagement and rewarding particular 

workplace behaviours.  
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In comparing the project sponsor, several important differences appear. The Shoalhaven 

project sponsor was the LF team leader, who was enthusiastic about using gamification with 

his team. The Ruby’s project sponsor was one of the office managers, who then passed 

ownership of the gamification project to the restaurant manager, Pedro. While Pedro worked 

closely with me throughout the process and the original project sponsor was not involved after 

the original arrangement, it is noteworthy that Pedro was not the original project sponsor. The 

Department was quite different to both Shoalhaven and Ruby’s, because the project sponsor 

was the HR team, which was implementing the gamification to ten teams across the 

department.  

In reflecting on the voluntary participation in the gamification, all case studies included 

implementation sponsored by a manager or managerial team (e.g. HR team in the 

Department), but perhaps the strong positive relationship with the manager in Shoalhaven 

School made the participation in the gamification experience feel more voluntary, whereas in 

the Department it could have felt forced by HR, and in Ruby's Restaurant the negative 

relationship with the manager clearly had an effect. It should be noted however that the 

influence on perception of voluntary engagement is conjecture only, as at no time did any of 

the participants mention the gamification feeling forced upon them and that participants were 

given opportunities to participate in the design process and shape the design of the 

gamification expereince. The only exception is one participant from Ruby's restaurant, who 

mentioned in his pre-gamification interview that he initially thought that the gamification 

design process was going to be an 'audit' from the manager. This perception was quickly 

corrected however as part of the gamification design process. 

In comparing the project intent across the three case studies, it can be seen that the intents 

share the similarity of shaping employee behaviour, albeit in different ways. In addition, the 

project sponsors were managers of the team for Shoalhaven and Ruby’s and the HR team for 

the Department.  

8.2.2 Pre-gamification user research  

While the same questionnaire, interview questions and approach were implemented in all 

cases, the chief difference was in the Department participant number. In Shoalhaven and 

Ruby’s, all staff were interviewed and responded to the questionnaire, while not all staff in 

the Department context were interviewed due to the number of the participants in the 
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workplace. Once the interviews and questionnaires were completed, each organisation’s 

activity system was mapped using the CHAT triangle model, and a descriptive case study was 

written. In addition, a short report was provided to each project sponsor summarising the key 

findings.  

This stage was fundamentally similar in its implementation across all three organisations, bar 

the larger number of responses for Department.  

8.2.3 Gamification Design Lab 

Some variance in the implementation of the gamification design steps occurred in each 

context. The variance in the Gamification Design Lab was due to the need to cater for the 

organisation’s workplace schedule and staff availability. The intended process was a full-day 

workshop facilitated by me to present the research findings, validate the context and tensions, 

introduce gamification examples and generate ideas for implementing it in the workplace and 

gather any additional constraints and considerations. In this step the Department was the most 

consistent with the intended format and Ruby’s was the most divergent. The Department’s 

HR team engaged in a full-day Design Lab, the Shoalhaven team had 30-minute individual 

drop-in sessions and then a two-hour design session together, and Ruby’s team had a short 

design session with the two managers and a feedback session with some staff.  

The Department’s Design Lab included the core HR team responsible for the gamification 

project. I presented the gamification report in the form of a slideshow presentation, including 

the insights and suggestions gathered from the interviews and questionnaires. The Design Lab 

participants then split into two small groups to develop the mechanics and gamification 

elements they wanted to see. I subsequently developed the gamification experience in more 

detail and refined these designs into digital interface designs, which were developed into a 

digital platform. While this followed the intended process well, it is worth noting that the 

Department HR team was not the end-users of the gamification experience, whereas in both 

Shoalhaven and Ruby’s the users were also involved in the design themselves. Again, this 

was due to the larger organisation and whole-of-organisation focus of the Department study.  

While the drop-in sessions and the design session with Shoalhaven were not the intended to 

be a full-day workshop, it did not seem to impact the process negatively. Each staff member 

was scheduled to spend 30 minutes with me, and I had set up the insights and suggestions in 
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the form of large posters on the wall to allow for comments and notes. I also had a table of 

gamification examples to provide inspiration and to spark conversation about which 

mechanics could work well in the Shoalhaven LF context. Copies of the report had been sent 

out by manager Thomas a few days earlier, and printed copies were available at the drop-in 

sessions. Teachers were engaged during the sessions and curious about the aggregated outputs 

of the interviews and questionnaires in which they had participated a few days before. The 2-

hour design session was on the same day and all teachers participated. Each teacher having 

had a chance to look and think through the suggested designs made for good discussions 

about mechanics and gamification elements teachers wanted to see. This conversation was 

facilitated by me and captured live on the whiteboard during the discussion. Post-gamification 

interviews and questionnaires showed that the teachers valued this session as a way to have a 

collective discussion about the team’s vision. Team leader Thomas and I then had a further 

design session to develop the gamification experience in more detail. I then refined these 

designs and developed the physical materials.  

Ruby’s was the organisation least compliant with the intended process, due to extreme 

difficulty of the manager in coordinating staff. This difficulty was partly due to the nature of 

restaurant work, staff being casual and working in shifts, and potentially due to the staff’s 

relationship with the manager. Not only did it take several weeks to coordinate, but the design 

session was held only between me and the two managers. While this provided some good 

conversation about the mechanics and resulted in some early concepts, the conversation was 

interrupted regularly by restaurant duties. These concepts were then presented to staff at an 

after-hours design session, though not all staff attended. The pre-gamification report was sent 

to staff by the manager, but it seemed that most had not engaged with it before the session. I 

presented the concept and received staff feedback about the designs and then further 

developed the gamification experience and physical materials. While this design process was 

not as intended, the resulting design seemed to be appropriate and relatively effective 

according to post-gamification interviews, noting the lack of proper implementation. 

However, the lack of staff interaction in the Design Lab may have negatively affected staff 

buy-in. 

The Gamification Design Lab step of the process varied substantially between the three 

organisations. As the designer, I felt that the Gamification Design Lab step was of critical 
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importance to getting the gamification design correct for the context. The extraction of 

insights, ideas for behaviours to address and possible mechanics from the interviews and then 

working through them with the team was valuable in determining which mechanics to use in 

the design. It also was useful to understand the design principles that should be adhered to; for 

example, this step further reinforced the need to have a non-burdensome experience for time-

poor teachers, the importance of having role-agnostic game mechanics for Ruby’s and the 

need to take into account difference team sizes in the Department for leaderboard point 

calculations.  

While variance existed in the implementation of this step, it was necessary to cater for the 

constraints of each workplace. This is in line with the philosophy of design-based research 

and CHAT (as presented in Section 3.6), being able to iterate the design locally so as to meet 

the needs of that particular context. In this way, flexibility in implementation of the 

Gamification Design Lab may be a strength of the process by tailoring the approach as well as 

the gamification intervention to the needs of that particular workplace. 

8.2.4 Implementation 

Three key differences in the implementation across the three organisations were the duration 

of the study period, the use of a digital gamification platform for one context and the lack of 

full implementation by another.  

Shoalhaven and Ruby’s had a 3-month implementation period, whereas the Department had a 

one-month period. This was due to the Department case study being a consulting engagement 

as well as a part of this research, and the Department had time constraints and required this 

implementation time. It is possible that this shorter time did not permit a full experience of the 

behavioural benefits of the gamification, in comparison with the other two contexts. Had its 

duration also been three months, the results may have been even more positive. However, 

despite the shortened implementation time, the Department case showed many positive results 

for some 

 employees, including increased engagement and motivation, increased communication and 

better goal clarity.   
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The second variance was the use of a digital gamification platform in the Department versus 

an analogue, paper-based one in Shoalhaven and Ruby’s. Again, the professional engagement 

component meant that the project sponsor had funding to develop a digital platform and the 

other two contexts did not. More importantly, due to the office-based nature of their work, the 

Department’s employees conducted most of their work digitally on their computers and 

worked across various teams in a large building, so a digital platform was well-suited to this 

context. Clearly, each medium has its benefits and drawbacks, the benefits of a digital 

gamified experience being scale, instant feedback and accessibility and the benefits of paper-

based being an embodied experience and cheaper and faster implementation. No doubt the 

best medium for gamification can be a topic of debate among gamification researchers and 

designers, and this debate is relevant here. The research results of this thesis suggest that the 

best medium is the one that is best suited to the workplace to which gamification is applied 

and that gamification designers should consider the benefits and drawbacks in light of the 

needs of the employees and the context. In this vein, the objective of this thesis is the 

implementation of the same gamification design process in three diverse contexts to test and 

refine the process. Because of this, the design process should be agnostic to medium and 

should work equally well in both paper-based and digital formats. The data from this thesis 

suggest that the gamification design process works irrespective of the medium, provided it 

suits the needs of the users.  

The final variance worth discussing is the lack of proper implementation in the Ruby’s 

context. This is discussed in detail in Chapter 6, and in this cross-case comparison it is only 

worth cogitating on the casual factors of the lack of implementation in the context of the other 

two organisations. It is apparent that manager Pedro was facing challenges with his team and 

that employees were not engaged fully during the design process, perhaps because of this 

challenge and the nature of a young part-time workforce. Shoalhaven and the Department are 

professional workplaces with older workers, and both project sponsors were enthusiastic 

about using gamification, being Thomas in Shoalhaven and the Department’s HR team. 

Perhaps Pedro did not understand or support the gamification design fully or did not 

comprehend the importance of implementing all elements of the gamification design. 

Unfortunately, due to his dismissal during the research period, I was unable to interview him 

as part of the post-gamification process to obtain his perspective of the study. For 
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gamification designers, the insight from this comparison is that project sponsor engagement is 

critical to the proper implementation of the design. 

Thus, the implementation of gamification in each context varied, in the Department due to the 

duration of the study and use of a digital platform and in Ruby’s due to the lack of full 

implementation of the gamification experience.  

8.2.5 Post-implementation evaluation  
The evaluation step was largely consistent across the three contexts, with some variance in the 

number of users. Shoalhaven had all staff complete post-gamification interviews and 

questionnaires (n=7). Ruby’s did not include all staff due to scheduling difficulty and 

management upheaval in the workplace at the end of the research period (n=3), and the 

Department did not involve all participants due to the size of the participating teams in and 

only approximately one third of participants were interviewed (n=12). About half of the 

Department staff participating in the gamification responded to the questionnaire (n=19).   

Following the questionnaires and interviews, the activity system was mapped using the 

CHAT model post-gamification as well as any changes in the system and systemic tensions. 

A descriptive case study was written. A short report was written and provided to the project 

sponsor to close the project. Overall this step of the gamification design process was 

implemented the same way in all three contexts.  

8.2.6 Summary of gamification design cross comparison 

Overall the same design steps were implemented in all cases, with some variance in 

implementation of the Gamification Design Lab step to accommodate for each workplace 

context. The largest divergence in approach was for the Department, which included a larger 

cohort and a shorter implementation period as well as a digital product, whereas Ruby’s was 

least compliant with the intended design and implementation process. While the difficulties in 

following the design steps, particularly the Gamification Design Lab, may be a function of the 

workplace being a restaurant with a casual workforce, in hindsight it may have been an early 

warning that the implementation was not going to go well.  

The flexibility in applying the gamification design process can be considered a strength by 

providing the design-based researcher with the plasticity to react to the needs of the 
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workplace; however, too much variance can impact the success of the gamification experience 

in bringing about change in the activity system.  

8.3 Post-gamification comparison 

Comparison of the gamification design and outcomes allows for perhaps the most interesting 

cross-case analysis so far, as it speaks to the effectiveness of the gamification in addressing 

organisational challenges. Table 13 summarises key aspects of the designs and outcomes, and 

each of these areas is further described and compared in more detail below. 

Note that the percentages provided are not statistically significant due to sample size and 

rather reflect the responses of participants. It is also worth noting that the responses of the 

post-gamification questionnaire are from fewer participants than those of the pre-gamification 

questionnaire, in Ruby’s down from 7 to 3 and in the Department from 284 to 19 (the sample 

size was intentionally larger in the pre-gamification questionnaire). This reduction in 

respondents particularly affects the last row in this table about workplace satisfaction. As this 

thesis is a qualitative study, the responses and percentages presented here should be viewed as 

a thematic difference more than statistical results.  

 Shoalhaven Ruby’s   Department 
Participants Questionnaires n=7  

Interviews n= 7 
Questionnaires n=3  
Interviews n= 3 

Questionnaires n=14 
Interviews n= 12 

How often did you 
interact with the 
gamification? 
(gamification 
engagement) 

• Once a week 
(50 %) 

• 2–3 times a week 
(33 %) 

• Daily (17 %) 
 

• Once a week 
(100 %) 

 

• Once a week 
(77 %) 

• 4–6 times a week 
(8 %) 

• 2–3 times a week 
(8 %) 

• Never (8 %) 
What did you do 
when you 
interacted with 
the gamification? 
(gamification 
engagement) 

• Check in at weekly 
team meeting 
(36 %) 

• See what’s 
happening – see 
how team goals are 
going (29 %) 

• Share appreciation 
and feedback 
(21 %) 

• See what’s 
happening – see if 

• See what’s 
happening – 
who got a badge 
(100 %) 

• To complete an 
activity (46%) 

• Redeem a reward 
(19 %) 

• See what’s 
happening – check 
the dashboard 
(15%) 

• See what’s 
happening – for 
new activities 
(12 %) 
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 Shoalhaven Ruby’s   Department 
there are any new 
notes (14 %) 

 

What shifts in 
behaviour did you 
see? 
(behaviour 
changes) 

• Increased 
engagement and 
motivation 

• Improved positive 
team interactions 

• Improved culture 
• Increased 

productivity 
• Increased 

communication 
• Better clarity on 

LF goals  
• More focus in 

meetings  
• A sense of 

progress 

• Increased 
engagement and 
motivation 

• Improved 
positive team 
interactions 

• Increased 
communication 

• Better clarity 
about Ruby’s 
goals 

• Better customer 
service 

 
 

• Increased 
engagement and 
motivation 

• Improved team 
interactions 

• Increased 
communication 

• Better clarity on 
team and branch 
goals   

 
 

Systemic tensions 2 resolved 
(needing to apply to 
take LF time, lack of 
team communication) 
3 reduced 
(managing LF with 
other duties, lack of 
promotion to school 
and community, 
frustration when it 
feels like object is not 
being achieved) 

1 resolved 
(negatively biased 
feedback) 
 
1 remains  
(daily challenges) 

1 reduced  
(shift from traditional 
performance 
management process) 
2 remain  
(varied subcultures 
performance feedback 
is manager-
dependent) 

How do you feel 
about work? 
(workplace 
satisfaction) 

Shift from 87.5 % 
extremely positive to 
100% extremely 
positive 

Shift from: 
25 % to 50 % 
extremely positive 
25 % to 50 % 
somewhat positive 
25% to 0% neither 
positive nor 
negative 
25 % to 0 % 
somewhat negative 

Shift from: 
32 % to 57 % 
extremely positive 
38 % to 35 % 
somewhat% 
Somewhat positive 
17% to 7% neither 
positive nor negative 
10 % to 0 % 
somewhat negative 
3 % to 0 % extremely 
negative 

Table 13. Cross-case comparison, post-gamification 
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8.3.1 Goal of the gamification experience 
While the intent of the project sponsors shares the similarities of seeking to influence 

employee behaviour (see 8.2.1 Business intent from project sponsor), the goal of the 

gamification experience is a more granular level of intent. This was established during the 

gamification design process by distilling the intent from project sponsors and staff into 

actionable and measurable behaviours. In contrasting the three goals, the Shoalhaven 

gamification goal was to increase team cohesion and increase innovative teaching practices, 

Ruby’s goal was to increase positive feedback and interactions between staff and reward 

quality customer service and the Department’s goal was to reward regular feedback 

conversations between staff and managers as well as to increase the amount of professional 

development activities completed by staff.  

Shoalhaven was focussed on peer-to-peer interactions and sharing innovative teaching 

practices to other teachers in the school. Similarly, Ruby’s was about increasing positive 

interactions between staff and customers. The Department sought to increase conversations 

between managers and staff as well as to reward individuals for further developing their 

professional skills. So, whereas the type of behaviour was different in each case, all focussed 

on individual employee actions and interactions with their team.   

8.3.2 Gamification elements used 
The gamification designs themselves differed between the three organisations, which is to be 

expected given the focus of the design process on tailoring to the individual workplace in 

order to provide a meaningful gamification experience. For example, the gameplay pattern for 

Shoalhaven was about collective achievement of three team goals and completing a Wall of 

Awesome, whereas that for Ruby’s focussed on individuals nominating each other for badges 

and giving Appreciation Cards to individual staff members. In this way, Shoalhaven was 

focussed much more on the collective and Ruby’s on peer-to-peer recognition. The 

Department was largely focussed on individual professional development activities that then 

aggregates into a team score. Shoalhaven was decidedly collaborative, as was Ruby’s. The 

Department by contrast was more competitive, using leaderboards and friendly competition 

between teams to increase engagement. The gameplay pattern in each context was different 

and is summarised in Table 13. 
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 Shoalhaven Ruby’s   Department 
Goal of the 
gamification 
experience 

Increase team 
cohesion and 
increase innovative 
teaching practices.  

Increase positive 
feedback and 
interactions between 
staff and reward 
quality customer 
service.  

Reward regular feed-
back conversations 
between staff and 
managers and 
increase amount of 
professional 
development 
activities completed 
by staff. 

Gamification 
elements used 

Motivation: Having 
professional courage 
to try new teaching 
methods. 
Gameplay pattern 
and win state: 
Collectively achieve 
3 team goals and fill 
the Wall of 
Awesome.  
 
 
Mechanics: Weekly 
team meeting, Wall 
of Awesome 
appreciation cards, 
Courage Cards, Jedi 
profiles. 
 
 
Rewards: Sense of 
team and 
appreciation. 
 
 
 
Theme: Space 
frontiers. 
 
Platform: physical 
A0 board, cards, and 
hexagons. 

Motivation: 
Delivering quality 
restaurant service. 
 
Gameplay pattern 
and win state: Staff 
nominations and 
customer feedback 
results in badges. 
Monthly team goals.  
 
Mechanics: 
Customer feedback 
cards, staff and 
manager Nomination 
Cards, badges, peer 
appreciation cards, 
team goals. 
Rewards: Physical 
items such as 
vouchers, wine, etc.  
 
 
Theme: Hospitality. 
 
 
Platform: physical 
A0 board, cards, 
badges.  

Motivation: Sense of 
achievement in self 
and team.  
 
Gameplay pattern 
and win state: Earn 
points by completing 
activities.  
 
 
 
Mechanics: Points, 
levels, leaderboards, 
monthly challenges, 
notifications, 
resources to read, 
dashboard for self, 
team, branch and 
division.  
Rewards: Physical 
items such as 
vouchers and 
intangible items such 
as shadowing a 
senior staff member. 
Theme: None. 
 
 
Platform: browser-
based platform.  

Table 13. Gamification design 

The game mechanics used range from playful ‘Jedi’ profiles at Shoalhaven to a team 

dashboard in the Department. Each mechanic was thoughtfully chosen as part of the gameplay 

pattern and the design constraints of each workplace. Here the similarities were fewer and 
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therefore perhaps more pertinent to examine. Shoalhaven and Ruby’s both had the mechanic 

of showing appreciation, Shoalhaven through the Hexagons on the Wall of Awesome and 

Ruby’s through Appreciation Cards as well as the staff nomination for badges.  

Only the Department and Ruby’s had tangible rewards as part of their design, with 

Shoalhaven relying solely on the intangible and affective rewards of being recognised and 

seeing the students learn. The themes were also dissimilar, with a space theme for 

Shoalhaven, a restaurant theme for Ruby’s and no theme at all for the Department given its 

more conservative and professional environment. In regard to the platform, Shoalhaven and 

Ruby’s shared the physicality of an A0 board and cards, whereas the Department’s was 

online.  

The gamification designs themselves were unique in each context due to the focus of design-

based research and CHAT being on the individuality of each activity system and the 

supposition of this research that gamification is only meaningful when it is appropriately 

tailored to the workplace at which it is being implemented. However, upon reflection about 

the similarities, all three designs share a focus on the providing of feedback and a form of 

goal setting. While the form of the feedback and goal-setting were facilitated differently, it 

could be argued that all three gamification experiences afforded feedback and the ability to 

goal-set as individuals and teams. This would support the Goal-Setting Theory, which will be 

discussed further in Section 9.3. 

8.3.3. Gamification engagement 
The amount of engagement with gamification is gauged by the questionnaire responses to the 

question of ‘How often did you interact with the gamification?’ and ‘What did you do when 

you interacted with the gamification?’. 

The majority of participants in all three workplaces interacted at least once a week 

(Shoalhaven 50 %, Ruby’s 100 %, Department 77 %). The fact that the majority of the 

members of the Shoalhaven and Ruby’s teams interacted at least weekly can be expected 

given the weekly cadence of the LF team meeting and Ruby’s restaurant being open on 

weekends only. Shoalhaven and the Department also had staff interacting several times a 

week, with Shoalhaven having 33 % interact 2–3 times a week and 17 % daily and 

Department having 8 % interact 2–3 times a week and 8 % 4–6 times a week. Interestingly, 



 

286 

the Department was the only organisation with a response of ‘never’ being selected by 8 % of 

those who answered the questionnaire. The regularity with which staff interacted with the 

gamification multiple times a week or at least weekly shows good engagement in all three 

contexts.  

When probing why staff interacted with the gamification, all contexts had responses to ‘see 

what’s happening’ (Shoalhaven 43 %, Ruby’s 100 %, Department 27 %). Shoalhaven also 

had staff engaging with their gamification experience at the weekly team meeting (36 %) and 

to share appreciation and feedback (21 %). The Department also had staff engage to complete 

an activity (46 %) and to redeem a reward (19 %). This question was to understand what 

prompted participants to engage with the gamification over time. The questionnaire responses 

show that all staff wanted to ‘see what’s happening’, indicating an internal and social driver to 

gauge one’s own progress as well as team activity. Interestingly, none of the Ruby’s 

respondents selected giving a badge nomination as a reason for interacting with the 

gamification experience. This could be due to the low number of respondents in the post-

gamification questionnaire and inconsistent implementation and use of gamification in 

Ruby’s.   

Looking across the three cases, the desire to keep current and see updates in the gamification 

prompted staff to engage weekly or more frequently. Variation exists across the cases, with 

Ruby’s staff engaging mainly to see who has received a badge, Shoalhaven’s to see progress 

on goals and Wall of Awesome and the Department’s primarily to complete an activity and 

view the dashboards. Nonetheless, the regular interaction and desire to engage with the 

gamification system without external prompting demonstrate the effectiveness of the game 

mechanics in each context and illustrate the strength of the gamification design process in 

tailoring mechanics to the workplace.  

8.3.4 Behaviour change 
The question of ‘What shifts in behaviour did you see, if any?’ was to elicit a list of 

behaviours that could be compared across the cases. While the post-gamification interviews 

and the open-ended questions in the questionnaire allowed for more nuanced answers, this 

question was a list of answers of which multiple could be selected. The selectable options 

were the same for all three organisations, with the inserting of the team’s name. Options were 

‘increased engagement and motivation’, ‘improved positive team interactions’, ‘increased 
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communication’, ‘better clarity on team goals’, ‘improved culture’ and ‘improved 

productivity’. Options of ‘other’ and none’ were also provided with a comment text box.  

In all three organisations, staff reported that the gamification resulted in: 

• increased engagement and motivation, 

• improved positive team interactions, 

• increase communication, 

• better clarity on team gaols.  

In addition, Shoalhaven also reported improved productivity and culture. The fact that all 

three organisations felt that the gamification was directly responsible for these positive 

behaviour changes shows the success of the gamification designs. Further, this question was 

reversed to test for negative behaviour changes as a result of the gamification, but none was 

found. This finding of positive behaviour changes without major negative consequences is 

corroborated in the post-gamification interviews. Given one of the criticisms of gamification 

that it can be exploitative and result in negative experiences (Section 2.2.4), the fact that the 

gamification designs did not result in negative behaviour is important.  

Not only did the participants in all three cases experience increased motivation and enhanced 

team dynamics, no negative behaviours were found. In addition, each of the three contexts 

experienced a positive result relating to their goal, as measured by the CHAT systemic 

tensions. 

8.3.5 Systemic tensions 
In examining the effect of the gamification on the systemic tensions in each activity system, it 

can be seen that a reduction or resolving of at least one tension occurred in each context. In 

Shoalhaven, two tensions were resolved and three reduced, resulting in a positive change in 

the activity system due to the gamification overlay. Ruby’s resolved one tension, despite the 

patchy implementation, and one tension remained, and the Department reduced one tension 

and two remained.  
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The nature of the systemic changes is described in Chapters 5 to 7, and for this cross-

comparison it suffices to reflect on the number and nature of the change in systemic tensions. 

The remaining tensions in Ruby’s and the Department are both inextricable from the activity 

system, being the daily challenges of restaurant service and the variety of subcultures in the 

Department. The Department’s tension of feedback being manager-dependent could 

potentially have been reduced through gamification, but this was not the intent of the 

gamification experience. While this experience rewarded regular feedback conversations, it 

did not seek to change the nature of the conversation between managers and staff. Perhaps 

this tension could have been reduced if the gamification experience had been implemented for 

three months, like it was for the other organisations.   

In all three cases, systemic tensions were resolved and reduced. When considered in 

conjunction with the positive behaviour changes reported by staff, it is apparent not only that 

the gamification designs were appropriately tailored to the cohort but also that the 

consequential behaviour changes resulted in the easing and dissolving of key tensions in the 

activity system itself. 

8.3.6 Workplace satisfaction  

Workplace satisfaction was gauged post-gamification to assess whether the gamification 

experience could produce an increase in workplace satisfaction. As in the pre-gamification 

questionnaire, this was based on a single question and did not constitute a significant part of 

the research. The results should therefore be taken in context, as additional information in the 

case study or perhaps be the focus of future research. The questions and response options 

were phrased identically to those in the pre-gamification questionnaire, being ‘How do you 

feel about work?’ with options ranging from ‘extremely positive’ to ‘extremely negative’.  

The workplace satisfaction comparison rank did not differ from the pre-gamification question, 

with Shoalhaven being the most satisfied, followed by the Department and then Ruby’s. 

However, in all three cases staff reported being more satisfied with their workplace.   

In Shoalhaven, the LF team’s ‘extremely positive’ responses shifted from 87.5 % to 100 %. 

Pre-gamification, Ruby’s responses were evenly split, with ‘extremely positive’, ‘positive’, 

‘neutral’ and ‘somewhat negative’ all at 25 %; post-gamification they had shifted to 50 % 

‘somewhat positive’ and 50 % ‘extremely positive’. In the Department, ‘extremely positive’ 
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responses shifted from 31 % to 57 %, ‘positive’ responses from 28 % to 36 %, neutral 

responses from 17 % to 7 % and ‘somewhat negative’ and ‘extremely negative’ from 10 % 

and 3 %, respectively, to both 0 %. These percentages indicate that those with a negative view 

of the workplace had shifted to a positive view and those with a neutral or positive view to a 

positive or extremely positive view.  

Workplace satisfaction increased in all three case studies, with the very negative responses 

becoming less negative or neutral, the neutral responses becoming positive and the positive 

responses becoming very positive. This result is important as it indicates that the introduction 

of gamification created a shift in the individuals’ experience of their workplace. This may be 

due to the gamification fostering a more positive psychological or organisational climate 

(James et al., 2008), to having individual psychological needs for autonomy, relatedness and 

competence met (Deci & Ryan, 2000a), to pressures and frustrations in the workplace being 

reduced or resolved as illustrated by CHAT (Yamagata-Lynch & Haudenschild, 2009), or a 

combination of all three factors. Gamification’s direct effect on workplace satisfaction has not 

yet been widely studied, with the exception of the work by Liu et al. (2018), who found that 

gamification improved workplace satisfaction as well as motivation and performance in a 

Chinese equipment-manufacturing workplace. While the explicit cause between workplace 

gamification and workplace satisfaction requires further study, this thesis shows that 

gamification can increase workplace satisfaction.  

8.3.7 Summary of post-gamification cross comparison 

The post-gamification cross-case comparison provides a useful analysis of the effectiveness 

of the gamification in addressing organisational challenges. Just as each workplace is unique, 

the intent and mechanics of the gamification designs are equally diverse so as to adequately 

tailor the gamification experience to achieve the object and outcome of each activity system. 

Similarities in outcomes are evident from the frequency of use, being once a week in all cases. 

While weekly use is expected in Ruby’s, due to the focus of the gamification on weekend 

staff, Shoalhaven and the Department also had the majority of their staff engage on a weekly 

basis. In each context, staff engaged with the gamification to see what was happening, with 

Shoalhaven staff also interacting to complete and read Appreciation cards and the 

Department’s staff to complete professional development activities and redeem rewards.  
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Arguably the most important component of the post-gamification analysis is the behaviours 

observed as a result of the gamification design. In all cases the analysis showed a shift 

towards more positive behaviours in the workplace, with staff observing and experiencing 

increased engagement and motivation, improved team interactions, increased communication 

and better clarity on team goals. This is a significant finding because of the positive and 

consistent nature of the outcome, despite the idiosyncrasies of each context and gamification 

design.  

These results are rather positive from an organisational and team perspective. From a CHAT 

perspective, the systemic tensions observed a priori in each context were reduced or resolved 

in all cases. The Shoalhaven design appears to have been the most effective, having resolved 

two tensions and reduced three, followed by that of Ruby’s, which resolved one and reduced 

another (which is a positive result given the lack of a full implementation of the design. The 

Department experienced a reduction of one tension, with two remaining. Across the three 

cases, positive change in systemic tension occurred in all organisations.  

Finally, a shift in workplace satisfaction can also be observed, gauged by the question of how 

positive or negative employees felt about their workplace. In all cases, respondents were more 

positive after the gamification implementation, their attitudes having shifted from negative to 

positive and from positive to more positive. This may indicate a positive correlation between 

the implementation of tailored gamification and workplace satisfaction.  

8.4 Improvements and lessons learnt  

Finally, comparing the suggested improvements and lessons learnt from each context provides 

insights that may be generalised and applied in future research. The improvements and 

learnings from the case study are compared in Table 14, and each of these areas is then further 

described and compared in more detail. 

 Shoalhaven Ruby’s   Department 
Should your 
team continue 
with 
gamification? 
(gamification 
continuation) 

67 % Yes 
33 % Maybe 

50 % Yes 
50 % Maybe 

42 % Yes 
42 % Maybe 
16 % No 
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 Shoalhaven Ruby’s   Department 
Future 
improvements 

• Placement of board 
• Run for longer and 

not in the busiest 
time of year 

• Implementing full 
design 

• Consistent use  
 

• More depth in the 
dashboard 

• Tweaks to points 
and frequency of 
activities  

• Integrations with 
other enterprise 
digital tools 

Learnings • The co-design of 
the gamification 
experience with 
employees is 
critical to the 
success of the 
gamification 
experience.  

• Even simple 
mechanics can have 
an important effect 
on the employee 
experience, e.g. the 
Wall of Awesome. 

• The project 
sponsor’s 
engagement and 
enthusiasm for the 
project is an 
important driver in 
the implementation 
and success of the 
gamification 
intervention.  
 

• The manager has a 
significant impact 
on the perception of 
and engagement in 
the gamification 
experience, which 
can be influenced 
by legacy 
relationships and 
interactions 

• Seemingly simple 
mechanics half-
implemented can 
still have a positive 
effect on the 
workplace and 
resolve important 
systemic tensions 

• The success of a 
gamification 
intervention is 
strongly dependent 
on the manager or 
team leader to 
ensure consistent 
use of the game 
mechanics and 
consistent 
engagement 

• Large teams and 
conservative 
organisations may 
not embrace 
innovative 
approaches to staff 
engagement as 
much as smaller or 
more innovative 
teams. 

• The digital and 
individual nature of 
this gamification 
experience was 
appropriate for the 
context and intent, 
showing the 
importance of the 
gamification design 
process in tailoring 
the mechanics and 
interface.  

• Using gamification 
in government can 
have positive 
benefits when staff 
engage but run the 
risk of cynicism by 
some. 

 
Table 14. Cross-case comparison, improvements and lessons learnt 
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8.4.1 Gamification continuation 
The direct question of ‘Should your team continue with gamification?’ and response options 

being ‘yes’, ‘no’ and ‘maybe’ provides a good measure the success of the gamification 

intervention from a staff perspective. A gamification experience that staff find valuable and 

meaningful should exact an affirmative response. 

Shoalhaven was the most positive, with 67 % stating ‘yes’ and 33 % ‘maybe’. Ruby’s was 

50 % ‘yes’ and ‘maybe’, though noting the low response rate. The Department had 42 % 

respond ‘yes’ and ‘maybe’ and 16 % respond ‘no’. All three workplaces had a positive 

response, with Ruby’s and the Department being mixed evenly between ‘yes’ and ‘maybe’ 

and only the Department having a small ‘no’ response.  

The ‘maybe’ responses in each workplace are likely to be due to the areas of improvement in 

the gamification designs themselves, as indicated by suggestions for improvements. The 

reasons for these responses have been discussed in detail in the case study Chapters 5, 6, 7 so 

will not be repeated here. Looking across the three case studies however, the placement of the 

board was mentioned by participants in Ruby’s Restaurant and Shoalhaven school, potentially 

indicating that the visibility of the gamification is a critical factor to engagement and desire to 

continue with gamification. While the Department had a digital tool, visibility of this could 

also have been a factor, for example, through using notifications as reminders. Note that this 

is conjecture only, as this did not directly arise during the post-gamification interviews and 

questionnaires.  

8.4.2 Future improvements  

No conspicuous commonality exists in the suggestions for improvement of the gamification 

experience. For example, the key areas of improvement for Shoalhaven were the placement of 

the A0 board and the desire to run the gamification again in a less busy time of year, Ruby’s 

staff wanted to see the design fully implemented and used consistently, and the Department 

suggestions were about more detail on the dashboard, tweaks to the points allocated to 

activities and integration with other enterprise digital tools.  

Like the designs themselves, it is unsurprising that the improvements vary between each 

context due to the tailored nature of the gamification experience in each context. Were the 

opposite true, in that a commonality in improvements existed, this would indicate a flaw in 
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the design process or a blind spot on the designer’s part, because the gamification designs 

would not have been adequately tailored or designed for that specific context. The diversity in 

the improvements recommended show that the gamification designs were adequately crafted 

for each context.  

The future improvements presented in the case studies were based on participant direct and 

verbatim feedback and suggestions. Additional variables that could have affected the 

experience and success of the gamification implementation could include time constraints, 

staff buy-in, change scepticism, cultural barriers, management drive and more. Hughes (2017) 

investigated factors that influence failed organisational initiatives and found that determinants 

of change initiatives are highly context dependent and influenced by competing perceptions of 

the evaluators, the time scale on which the initiative is measured and indeed how measurable 

the change itself is. Additional factors are identified by Bruskin (2019), being competing 

priorities and resources, employee feeling of security, management practice and leadership 

style. Bruskin states that organisational change failure is not immediately evident, and that 

organisational change can ‘drift away’ through business as usual activity can be reinterpreted 

over time. Other elements to add is the psychological and organisational climate (James & 

Jones, 1974; James et al., 2008), as presented earlier in the thesis.  These studies show a fuller 

picture of variables that can influence the success or failure organisational initiatives. It 

should be noted that the factors listed here did not directly surface from the post-gamification 

data analysis and are conjecture. They do however illustrate the complexity and idiosyncratic 

nature of workplaces and why a CHAT-DBR approach is useful for workplace gamification 

designers. The following section builds on this reflection by analysing the learnings from the 

three case studies.  

8.4.3 Learnings  

The key learnings from Shoalhaven were the value of participant involvement in the design 

process, the effectiveness of even simple game mechanics and the importance of the project 

sponsor’s engagement in the design and implementation. The learnings from Ruby’s were 

about the potential negative bias that the manager can have on the gamification experience, 

the effectiveness of even half-implemented game mechanics and that successful 

implementation is strongly dependent on the manager. In the comparison of the learnings 

from Shoalhaven and Ruby’s, similarities that can be extricated are the importance of the 
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manager/project sponsor and the effectiveness of simple and poorly implemented game 

mechanics.  

The learnings from the Department were that large and conservative organisations may not 

embrace gamification as readily. Conversely, the use of gamification in government can have 

positive benefits when staff engage (Hassan, 2017), though it can run the risk of attracting 

cynicism from others. The digital and individual nature of this gamification experience was 

appropriate for the context and intent, showing the importance of the gamification design 

process in tailoring the mechanics and interface. In assessing the learnings from the 

Department, an organisation different in nature and scale from Shoalhaven and Ruby’s, it 

appears that the cynicism of a large team may be offset by an enthusiastic and supportive 

manager in a gamification implementation.  

8.4.4. Summary of improvements and lessons learnt  

There appears to be no commonality between the improvements suggested for future 

gamification implementations. Similar to the lack of commonality between the organisational 

intent, systemic tensions and the mechanics used, this is due to the bespoke design of the 

gamification intervention for that unique context. The suggested improvements point to the 

need for further iteration of the experience to increase the value for each particular 

organisation.  

The strongest positive response to the question of whether the organisation should continue 

with gamification emanated from Shoalhaven, followed by Ruby’s and then the Department. 

Interestingly, a link may exist between participants’ eagerness to continue with gamification 

and the amount of change in systemic tensions observed. Reasons as to the responses can be 

gleaned from the interviews and the suggestions for further improvements.  

In terms of lessons learnt from a design and implementation point of view, a commonality 

was the manager. In Shoalhaven and Ruby’s, the managers were a sharp contrast, the former 

being enthusiastic and energetic and the latter a cause of the tension and the lack of 

implementation. A key systemic tension in the Department was the manager’s role in the 

employees’ experience of their professional development. A key consideration in 

implementing gamification in the workplace is therefore the manager’s engagement and buy-

in for the gamification intervention. A difference in the lessons from each case is about the 
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size of the team. The Department was conspicuous in its organisational type being larger and 

more bureaucratic and conservative than the other two. This may account for the mixed 

responses from participants when asked whether or not gamification should continue to be 

implemented.  

A final observation is that the implementation of even simple mechanics can have a positive 

impact on the workplace, as evidenced by the positive outcomes observed in each case despite 

varying levels of implementation and staff engagement throughout the research period.  

8.5 Cross-case comparison summary  

The pre-gamification comparison (Section 8.1 Pre-gamification comparison) analysed the 

difference in staff age, demographic, workplace satisfaction, familiarity with games and 

systemic tensions in the workplace. This comparison revealed a correlation between 

workplace satisfaction and positive perception of the workplace, with positive workplace 

satisfaction being related to employees being more open to using gamification in their 

workplace.  

The design process in each of the three contexts was overall similar, with the noteworthy 

exception of the Design Lab step (Section 8.2 Gamification design process comparison), 

which was implemented as intended in the Department but modified to suit Shoalhaven’s 

availability and not fully followed in Ruby’s. The non-compliance of Ruby’s in this step 

meant that end users were not engaged as intended throughout the design process and could 

be responsible for the inconsistent engagement once the gamification was implemented. In 

hindsight, it was also a warning sign of the inconsistent implementation by the manger.  

The gamification designs themselves were quite dissimilar, with more differences in 

mechanics than similarities. This is expected given the uniqueness of each workplace and the 

deliberate tailoring of each gamification design to suit this. The mechanics were intentionally 

different, in particular the use of a digital platform in the Department and an analogue one 

used in Shoalhaven and Ruby’s. This was partly tied to the difference in team make-up, with 

Shoalhaven and Ruby’s identifying as one team but the Department consisting of members 

from multiple teams.  
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The post-gamification comparison (Section 8.3 Post-gamification comparison) showed that 

users in all workplaces engaged regularly with the gamification at least once a week. All cases 

showed a shift to more positive behaviours in the workplace, being increased engagement and 

motivation, improved team interactions, increased communication and better clarity on team 

goals. This is a significant result because of the positive and consistent nature of the outcome, 

despite the idiosyncrasies of each context and gamification design. In all cases, systemic 

tensions were reduced or resolved and a positive shift in workplace satisfaction occurred.  

The lessons learnt and improvements suggested (Section 8.4 Improvements and lessons 

learnt) do not share much commonality due to the tailored design of the gamification 

intervention in each unique context. All three organisations responded positively to the 

question of whether the organisation should continue with gamification, the most positive 

again being Shoalhaven. The key lesson that emerged for design and implementation is the 

role of the manager, who can exert a strong influence on employee engagement and buy-in for 

the gamification intervention. And, finally, even simple mechanics that are not fully 

implemented can have a positive impact on the workplace.  

This chapter provided a detailed cross-case comparison of several factors in the pre-

gamification conditions, the gamification design itself and the variance in the design steps 

taken and in the post-gamification system and lessons learnt. The final chapter of this thesis, 

Chapter 9, will present key learnings from this study and present a refined Workplace 

Gamification Design Process based on these three cases. 
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Chapter 9:  
Workplace Gamification Design Process, discussion and 
conclusion 

After the detailed cross-case comparison presented in the previous chapter, this final chapter 

draws together the findings and insights and presents a refined Workplace Gamification 

Design Process. Section 9.1 begins with a summary of findings and addressing of research 

questions, 9.2 extrapolates four key insights and principles derived from the results, 9.3 

reflects on key gamification theories in light of the results, 9.4 presents the refined Workplace 

Gamification Design Process, 9.5 discusses implication, limitations and opportunities for 

future research and 9.6 provides the conclusion and unique contribution of this thesis. 

9.1 Summary of findings and addressing research questions 

This thesis sought to understand how gamification can be used to provide meaningful 

engagement in workplaces and do so in a design-based research method rooted in Cultural 

Historical Activity Theory. To examine this, a gamification experience was designed for staff 

of three workplaces using the same five design steps in all contexts and implementing a 

gamification experience for 1–3 months. Three organisations participated in this study, being 

a school seeking to increase innovative teaching practices by its teachers; a restaurant wanting 

to improve team interaction and restaurant management; and a government department 

seeking to increase professional development activities. 

The findings demonstrate that the gamification design resulted in positive behaviours in the 

workplaces, increased workplace satisfaction and amelioration of systemic tensions in the 

activity system. Users in all workplaces engaged regularly with the gamification and showed 

a shift in positive behaviours, including increased engagement and motivation, improved team 

interactions, increased communication and better clarity on team goals. In addition, systemic 

tensions in each workplace were reduced or resolved.  Finally, all three workplaces showed an 

increase in workplace satisfaction, with very negative responses becoming less negative or 

neutral, neutral responses becoming positive and positive responses becoming very positive. 

These findings are significant, because they were achieved in all three workplaces, despite the 

idiosyncrasies of each workplace and some variation in the gamification design process.  



 

298 

Returning to the research questions and expected outcomes, each will now be considered in 

turn.  

Research question 1:  

How can CHAT be used to identify and map the effects of gamification on the workplace 

activity system (theory)?  

Research expectation: A workplace gamification experience can be viewed as an overlay onto 

an existing activity system that alters the interaction in a fundamental way and therefore 

causes change in the rest of the activity system.  

How can CHAT provide a basis for data collection and analysis that can inform meaningful 

workplace gamification design (practice)?  

Research expectation: CHAT provides gamification designers with a practical tool with which 

to understand and analyse the unique workplace context, using the CHAT triangle model to 

map the systems before and after gamification has been implemented. 

Research question 2: How can gamification provide meaningful engagement in the 

workplace when it is tailored to the organisational context?  

Research expectation: The combination of gamification components (motivations, win state, 

mechanics, dynamics and narrative) needs to reflect the individual, social and institutional 

dynamics and goals to achieve meaningful engagement in employees and business outcomes.  

In the case studies presented, gamification proved to foster meaningful engagement in the 

workplaces examined. Based on the results in positive behaviour and user feedback post-

gamification, each gamification design cultivated a meaningful engagement with workplace 

behaviour based on the intent. The design for Shoalhaven enhanced teacher engagement in the 

LF team and innovative teaching practices. For Ruby’s, despite not being fully implemented, 

it balanced the negatively biased feedback that was a key issue in this system, and in the 

Department it increased the number of professional development activities completed by staff. 

In all cases, staff reported an upturn in engagement and motivation, improvement in team 

interactions, increased communication and better clarity on team goals. The gamification 

components (motivations, win state, mechanics, dynamics and narrative) were unique to each 

context, based on the design process undertaken with users in each organisation. This 
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confirms that, when game mechanics are chosen and tailored to the unique organisational 

context, meaningful engagement in the workplace can occur. 

 

In all three cases, CHAT provided a useful way to map the system and identify existing 

workplace tensions. The quantification of the system into the eight CHAT components 

provided a good basis for data collection and analysis, because it provided structure to capture 

the various contextual factors at play. For example, the CHAT framework ensured that I 

asked questions about tools and roles that I would not have been asked explicitly otherwise.  

In addition, the visual depiction of the system enabled me to view the gamification experience 

as an overlay of game mechanics in the workplace as well as a prompt to think about the 

practicalities of connecting with the various workplace practices. With Shoalhaven, for 

example, this identification led me to an understanding of the impact of the rule of asking for 

leave and to its removal prior to implementation as part of the design process. Not only did 

this assist the research and design process, it also provided a way to illustrate the changes in 

the system through the reduction of workplace tensions. The use of colours in labelling the 

post-gamification triangle model also provided a simple and quick way to show the effect that 

gamification had in the workplace. For example, the Department’s post-gamification triangle 

showed that the main tension of increased professional development was reduced (orange) 

and that two larger tensions remained (red). And in Ruby’s it showed that the tension of 

negative feedback was resolved (green) and the normal daily tensions remained (red). 

In summary, CHAT was useful for me as a researcher to inform data collection and visualise 

the change in the system as a result of gamification. However, this model may have limited 

value for participants or the organisation. While the visual depiction can aid the organisation 

in seeing the difference gamification has made, this alone will not be sufficient to inform their 

decision to continue using gamification. This decision for the organisation will be influenced 

by other factors, including their staff’s reported experience as well as the quantifiable 

outcomes of activities completed. Nonetheless, CHAT was beneficial in mapping the 

organisational system and identifying elements and barriers in the workplace that informed 

the gamification design and perhaps even the success of the intervention.  
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This study found that gamification was effective in creating meaningful engagement in the 

workplace and that employees in all three case studies experienced enhanced engagement and 

motivation, increased communication and positive team interactions, better clarity on team 

goals as well as a reduction or resolution of systemic tensions and increased workplace 

satisfaction. In addition, CHAT provided a useful method to understand the uniqueness of 

each context and visually map and demonstrate how gamification affected the workplace 

activity system.  

9.2 Insights and principles for gamification designers 

After addressing the research question of whether gamification can be effective when tailored 

to the context and showing that CHAT can provide a useful lens for designing gamification 

interventions in workplaces, it is apposite to convert the insights and lessons into actionable 

principles for gamification designers and researchers. These are taken directly from the data 

analysis of each case study (Chapters 5 to 7) and the cross-case comparison (Chapter 8) and 

are presented here as four key insights (Section 9.2.1 Insights), which are then converted into 

principles (Section  

9.2.2 Principles).  

9.2.1 Insights 

In addition to the key findings of this study that gamification is effective at increasing 

workplace behaviours, reducing or resolving activity system tensions and increasing 

workplace satisfaction and that CHAT provides a useful method for gamification designers, 

four central insights are drawn from the case studies.  

9.2.1.1  Even simple and half-implemented game mechanics can be effective 

Seemingly simple and inadequately implemented mechanics can still have a positive effect on 

the workplace and resolve important systemic tensions. This insight was particularly stark in 

Ruby’s case, in which even a partially implemented design had positive effects on reducing 

the key tension of negatively biased feedback (Section 6.5) and improving team engagement 

and motivation, communication, team interaction, clarity on goals and customer service 

(Sections 6.4.3 and 6.5).  
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Similarly, all the designs can be considered to be relatively simple in terms of the core 

gameplay experience – the Department’s was about collecting points based on professional 

development activities completed, which were shown on a dashboard and could be redeemed 

for rewards (Section 7.3.2), Shoalhaven’s was about collectively filling up three goals based 

on sharing innovative learning practices and a Wall of Awesome for capturing quotes and 

feedback (Section 5.3.2), and Ruby’s was about customer feedback and staff nominations that 

result in badges and rewards, as well as Appreciation cards exchanged between staff (Section 

6.3.2).  

While these designs used seemingly simple mechanics, they were effective because they were 

appropriate for each unique workplace. An even a partially implemented gamification design 

can be effective at increasing staff satisfaction, workplace behaviour and systemic tensions. 

9.2.1.2 The manager is critical to engagement and implementation 

The manager has a significant impact on the perception of and engagement with the 

gamification experience, which can be influenced by legacy relationships and interactions. 

The nature of the manager-staff relationship can influence the experience and perception of 

the gamification, as demonstrated by the somewhat negative relationship of Ruby’s manager 

(Sections 6.4.4.1 and 6.4.4.2) and, conversely, the positive one of the Shoalhaven team’s 

leader (Section 5.3.1.3). The stark contrast in managerial style in these two case studies 

illustrates the criticality of manager engagement and enthusiasm for the project as an 

important driver in the implementation and success of the gamification intervention. This 

finding is supported by literature on organisational and psychological climate (James & Jones, 

1974; James et al., 2008) as discussed in Chapter 3 (Section 3.2). A study by Wulandari and 

Burgess (2011) showed that employee engagement can be mediated by the relationship with 

the manager and that trust in the manager play an important role to the employee experience.  

Thus, success of a gamification intervention is strongly dependent on the manager or team 

leader, so as to ensure engagement in the design process and consistent implementation of the 

game mechanics.  
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9.2.1.3 Employee engagement throughout the process is important for the gamification 
design and employee buy-in 

The inclusion of employees in the design of the gamification experience for their workplace 

plays an important role in the success of the gamification experience. It can increase buy-in, 

as demonstrated by the Shoalhaven case study, in which all employees engaged with the 

Design Lab and described it as a valuable team-building and bonding experience that 

communicated the purpose of the gamification experience (Section 5.4.2). 

Conversely, in Ruby’s case there was minimal engagement throughout the design process, for 

example by not all participating in the Design Lab (due to difficulty in scheduling and issues 

with the manager) and only some staff attending the feedback session (Section 6.3.1.1). This 

lack of employee engagement during the process may have contributed to the mixed 

engagement throughout the implementation, considering also that it was not fully 

implemented by the manager.  

Based on these two case studies, engaging employees during the design process can play an 

important role in informing the gamification design and ensuring buy-in. In addition, 

including employees throughout the process can also be seen as an ethical or moral 

imperative. As described in Section 2.4.4, a key criticism of gamification in the workplace is 

that it could be used to manipulate employees (Raftopolous, 2016) and that it can bias benefit 

towards the employer at the cost of the employee (Vesa et al., 2017). Ensuring that employees 

are involved during the design of an experience that is devised to change their behaviour is 

therefore also imperative from a moral and ethical perspective, and it is important to give 

employees the opportunity to shape the behaviours and incentives of the gamification 

experience with which they will engage.  

9.2.1.4 The right mechanics and platform are those that are right for the context 

Diverse game mechanics were used in each of the three case studies. In line with the DBR and 

CHAT-based Workplace Gamification Design Process presented in Section 3.6, a key 

premise of this thesis was the need to design locally relevant gamification experiences in 

order to produce meaningful engagement and results in that workplace. This diversity of 

mechanics is illustrated by the three different designs (Sections 5.3.2, 6.3.2 and 7.3.2) and by 

the cross-case comparison presented in Section 8.3.2. Given the uniqueness of each context, 

the three gamification designs do not have a great commonality and were devised specifically 
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for each workplace. In addition, the platforms also used varied, being analogue and paper-

based for Shoalhaven and Ruby’s but digital for the Department (Section 8.2.4). The use of an 

analogue or digital platform was firstly informed by the nature of the work and workplace and 

secondly by funding available. Notwithstanding the diversity of game mechanics used, the 

consistent result across all three case studies was a positive shift in behaviour, workplace 

satisfaction and systemic tensions (Sections 8.3.4, 8.3.5, 8.3.6), which shows that the designs 

were appropriately tailored to each workplace.  

In order to design a locally relevant gamification experience, the workplace context needed to 

be understood. CHAT and the design process were instrumental in this research step, as they 

enabled the researcher to identify systemic tensions and barriers early and offered the 

opportunity to potentially remove or reduce these issues prior to implementation. This was 

demonstrated well in the Shoalhaven case study, when the requirement for applying for leave 

was identified as a tension and removed prior to implementation of gamification (Section 

5.3.1.3). While this was not directly linked to the game mechanics themselves, it was an 

important component of making systemic changes in that workplace context as part of the 

gamification implementation process.  

9.2.2 Principles 
In this section the four key insights presented from this research are converted to actionable 

principles that are important for gamification designers and researchers seeking to devise and 

implement gamification in the workplace and incorporated into the refined Workplace 

Gamification Design Process described in Section 9.4 A .  

9.2.2.1 Don’t underestimate the power of simple game mechanics 

Gamification designers have been criticised for their over-reliance on simple mechanics such 

as points, badges and leaderboards (Benabour & Tirole, 2006; Hamari, 2015; Pettey, 2012). 

While these criticisms are chiefly centred on the extrinsic nature of these mechanics (Bogost, 

2011), the mechanics themselves are also simple (Rapp, 2017).  

In this thesis, however, simple game mechanics are shown to be effective in producing 

positive changes in behaviour and the workplace, and in fact even an incomplete gamification 

experience, as in the Ruby’s case study (Section 9.2.2.1), resulted in positive team 

behaviours. Perhaps the difference is that the simple game mechanics used in this research 
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were not the PBL triad of points, badges and leaderboards (Pettey, 2012) and therefore did not 

result in the crowding-out of intrinsic motivation that has come to be expected with PBL 

(Bjering et al., 2015). The mechanics were carefully chosen to ensure that the gamification 

experience suited the motivations and needs of the users in each context. For example, the 

Department’s gamification experience was more competitive, using points, leaderboards and 

team competition, whereas Shoalhaven’s was deliberately geared towards team-based goals 

only and Ruby’s focussed on peer-to-peer recognition (Section 8.3.2).  

Thus, even simple mechanics can have an important and positive effect on the employee 

experience, and the effectiveness of even simple game mechanics should not be 

underestimated. Care should be taken, however, that the simple mechanics are not just 

extrinsic mechanics and that they are suitable for the context in which they are deployed.  

9.2.2.2 Ensure that the manager is engaged and supportive 

The manager’s role is critical in gamification, and designers must ensure that the manager is 

engaged early and understands his/her role in the implementation of the gamification 

experience. An enthusiastic manager, as in the Shoalhaven case study, has a positive 

relationship with staff and will positively influence the implementation and engagement with 

the gamification. In contrast, a manager who is less engaged, as in Ruby’s case, has a neutral 

or negative staff relationship and can hinder implementation and engagement by staff. 

Research suggests that the reason for this is the role of trust, communication and 

psychological and organisational climate (James et al., 2008; Wulandari & Burgess, 2011). 

Because the manager is effectively the interface between the staff and the gamification 

experience, their role is pivotal to the overall experience.  

While the gamification designer cannot know or influence the manager-staff trust relationship 

prior to the gamification, gamification designers would do well to identify and communicate 

the manager’s role early and clearly and to heed earl warning signs about lack of engagement.  

9.2.2.3 Adjust the process to ensure employee engagement, but not too much 
The gamification design process, particularly the Design Lab, was adjusted slightly to each of 

the three contexts to meet the constraints of each workplace. As analysed in Section 8.2.3, this 

was due to the scheduling challenges at Shoalhaven and Ruby’s. The adjustment to meet local 

needs is in line with the design-based research and CHAT approach (Section 3.6), and this 
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flexibility can be seen as a strength (Barata, 2017; Leonard & Fitzgerald, 2015). Adjustment 

of this step was also necessary to ensure that employees were able to be engaged in the 

process, which is important for effective design as well as ethical considerations of nudging 

behaviour.  

However, the lack of interaction with staff in the Ruby case study (Section 6.3.1.3) may have 

contributed to the varied buy-in. In hindsight, it may have been pertinent to insist more 

strongly on participation in the Design Lab or to facilitate a second staff feedback session to 

include those employees who did not attend the session. Nonetheless, the principle for 

gamification designers is to adjust the gamification design process when necessary so as to 

maximise employee participation while catering to the practical needs of the particular 

context. 

9.2.2.4 Choose the mechanics and platform based on the context 

The game mechanics chosen should be carefully considered in the unique context in which 

they are being applied. This includes choosing whether the gamification is competitive or 

collaborative, individual or team-based and what kind of platform is most suitable. All three 

case studies had unique gamification mechanics chosen for their particular context (Section 

8.3.2), and all resulted in increased motivation and performance (Sections 8.3.4, 8.3.5, 8.3.6). 

Overall, the gamification experience designed for each was received well by staff and deemed 

appropriate for their workplace.  

Gamification designers should first understand the workplace context by identifying the 

various components of the activity system and any existing systemic tensions. The game 

mechanics chosen should reflect this system and the user’s motivation and needs.  

Taken together, these case studies offer several important insights and principles for the 

gamification design process. These insights and principles provide utility for gamification 

designers in a practical and design-based research sense. Section 9.3 provides a reflection on 

key gamification theories. This will be followed by the presentation of the Workplace 

Gamification Design Process in Section 9.4. which utilises both theory and practice. 
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9.3 Reflections on theory 

For evaluation of the outcomes from the three gamified workplaces in a theoretical 

framework, six key theories and models as extracted in the literature review (Chapters 2 and 

3) are available: play and freedom (Section 2.3.1.1), Self-determination Theory (Section 

2.3.1.2) , autotelic flow (Section 2.3.1.3), Bartle’s four player types model (Section 2.3.1.4), 

Goal-setting Theory (Section 2.3.1.5) and CHAT (Section 3.3). The theories on play and 

freedom and on autotelic flow are inherent in all three cases and thus core tenets of 

gamification and not useful in explaining the results. Bartle’s Four Player Types model was 

useful during the design process but is challenging to analyse post facto because individual 

player styles were not recorded or examined. Because of this, only Self-Determination Theory 

and Goal Setting Theory will be considered here, along with Cultural Historical Activity 

Theory, to evaluate the results of the three cases from a theoretical perspective.  

9.3.1 Reflections on Self-determination Theory  

As described in Section 2.3.1.3, Self-determination Theory (SDT) is a commonly used model 

to explain the benefit and mechanisms of gamification, through the meeting of the three core 

needs of autonomy, competence and relatedness (Mekler et al., 2017; van Roy et al., 2019).  

Taking an SDT view (Deci & Ryan, 2000b) of the three case studies, the gamification design 

in each workplace meets the needs for autonomy, competence and relatedness in each context. 

The requirement to fulfil these three needs was taken into consideration when choosing 

mechanics during the design process, though their focus varied between contexts. As 

identified by Sailer et al. (2017), different mechanics meet three needs: competence (through 

points, badges, leaderboards and other mechanics that afford visual feedback of player 

actions), autonomy (through task freedom, purpose and avatars) and relatedness (through 

shared goals, narratives and game characters).  

Mapping the mechanics to the SDT in the three case studies, the design for Ruby’s was 

largely centred on relatedness due to the interpersonal nature of the workplace and the 

systemic tensions. This was triggered through the use of team goals as well as peer-to-peer 

recognition through the Appreciation Cards. Autonomy was provided in the form of choice of 

whom to nominate for the badges and whom to award Appreciation Cards. Had it been 

implemented, users would also have had a choice of reward. Competence was achieved 
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through the feedback cards from customers and staff, which was lacking prior to the 

gamification. While competence was fulfilled in this way, no game mechanics for individual 

and regular progress, such as progress bars or levels, were implemented in order to avoid 

competitiveness.  

The Shoalhaven design was also largely focussed on relatedness but at a team level on 

competence as well. Teachers had ample autonomy in how to achieve the team goals, such as 

electing to write a piece for the newsletter or Facebook and having freedom in how to 

approach other teachers for the goal of twenty team meetings. Relatedness was achieved 

through the ‘Jedi’ profiles, which created the sense of narrative and game characters that 

Sailer et al. (2017) mentioned, as well as shared team goals, and the need for competence was 

met through the visual feedback of progress bars for the three team goals, which were updated 

at the weekly team meetings. 

By contrast, the Department’s design favoured competence through the focus on individual 

professional development. This was achieved through points, levels and leaderboards to allow 

for a personal and a team sense of progression. Here users had autonomy about which 

behaviours to enact by being able to choose from a large range of professional development 

activities and also having the option to redeem tangible rewards. The relatedness need was 

fulfilled through team and branch competition and team performance displayed on 

dashboards. 

SDT thus provides a useful lens through which to understand the game mechanics and how 

they met user needs in each context. It also shows the different focusses of each gamification 

design and explains why certain game mechanics are more suited to some contexts than 

others. The simplicity of the three SDT needs allows for rapid reflection, but SDT does not 

provide much insight into workplace-specific gamification or a system view of gamification.  

9.3.2 Reflections on Goal-setting Theory  

Goal-setting Theory (Locke, 1968) may provide a useful lens through which to view 

gamification design in workplaces and could function at both individual and team level. As 

shown in Section 2.3.1.5, Goal-setting Theory is increasingly being used to explain 

gamification’s effectiveness through the provision of clear goals that focus on user attention, 

the encouragement of progression to mastery, the enhancement of self-efficacy, the provision 
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of feedback and the facilitation of goal commitment (Cardador et al., 2017; Landers, 2017; 

Tondello et al., 2018).  

Employees in the Department, for example, experienced individual goal setting through the 

ability to complete activities and earn rewards, which is supported by the post-gamification 

finding of increased engagement, motivation, team interactions, communication and clarity on 

team goals. Goal setting in this case study was largely individual though, because, whereas 

team and branch performance was tracked and displayed, the setting of a team goal was not 

facilitated through the design.  

Interestingly, the goal-setting element may not have been as clear in Ruby’s, given the team-

based approach to this design. While there was a team goal component of average spend per 

table, this was not implemented by the manager and therefore not engaged with by staff. 

Users would receive badges based on nominations from peers, over which they had no 

control. In addition, the team goals of increasing customer spend, and online reviews were not 

implemented and updated by the manager. Given the importance of goal setting to have the 

ability to influence the outcome, this condition may not have existed in the Ruby’s design and 

could potentially explain part of the mixed results here.  

The Shoalhaven case was highly successful in engaging most teachers in achieving team 

goals. When reflecting on the impact gamification had in their context, teachers spoke 

favourably of the Design Lab workshop and many stated that the gamification gave the team 

and its meetings more focus and clarity around their team goals. In addition, the LF team 

would meet weekly and review its progress towards the team goals, which were even phrased 

as ‘team goals’. Many teachers reported that this provided an important point of reference for 

them and focussed their activities around these three goals. While the Shoalhaven 

gamification was successful in resolving and reducing systemic tensions and positively 

influencing individual engagement and team dynamics, one teacher, Mary, did not enjoy the 

experience. She felt that not having her project contributing to the team goals was 

discouraging, because it made the failure of her project visible. Cardador et al. (2017) 

provided a useful perspective that could elaborate on Mary’s experience, stating that 

individual workers experience varying levels of competitiveness and that high performers 

prefer situations in which the effort-performance and performance-outcome relationships are 

clear and strong, whereas lower-performers prefer contexts in which this relationship is 
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weaker. In other words, low performers may be less likely to be motivated when their 

performance information is displayed openly and in real-time. This could explain why Mary 

did not enjoy the gamification experience as much as her colleagues, due to the visibility of 

the goal and her lack of contribution to it.  

So while the game mechanics and gameplay varied in the three case studies, the gamification 

design seemed to afford the receiving of feedback and goal-setting in all three cases. Given 

the demonstrated power of goals on performance (Locke, 1968; Cardador et al., 2017; 

Landers, 2017; Tondello et al., 2018), this theory has provided a useful lens through which to 

review the case studies, and it has provided potential explanations for the success of various 

game mechanics in each design. Goal-setting Theory seems to have particular relevance to 

workplace gamification, given the objective-focussed nature of professional work. This thesis 

contributes to the growing use of Goal-setting Theory in gamification. 

9.3.3 Cultural Historical Activity Theory   
The benefits of using CHAT have been extensively discussed throughout this thesis, 

particularly CHAT’s ability to connect theory and practice (Engeström, 2001; Avis, 2009) and 

the ability to provide an analytical tool and conceptual framework for understanding contexts 

(Yamagata-Lynch, 2007, 2010; Yamagata-Lynch & Haudenschild, 2009; Allen et al., 2011). 

However, exploring the role of Goal-setting Theory in gamification reveals that a further link 

may exist with CHAT. A foundational premise of CHAT is that human cognition and 

interaction is object-orientated, with an entire system of individuals, tools, norms, rules, 

division of labour and communities all connected through a common purpose to achieve an 

object and outcome (Stetsenko, 2005). Goal-setting Theory and CHAT both explain 

behaviour through the achievement of an outcome, the former focussing on motivation and 

the latter on activity. Given the lack of feedback on progress experienced in today’s 

workplaces (Cardador et al., 2017; Hassan et al., 2019), both theories offer a useful way for 

gamification designers to understand the workplace.  

Gamification in the workplace can provide feedback and a sense of progress to employees and 

connect them with their workplace through goal attainment as well as strengthen connections 

with other staff. CHAT and Goal-setting Theory share the viewing of activity as object-

orientated, making both theories complementary and worthwhile for gamification designers as 

they engage in the gamification design process.  
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9.4 A Workplace Gamification Design Process 

This section describes the CHAT-based Workplace Gamification Design Process undertaken 

in this study, refined with the insights and principles gained from the research and presented 

in Sections 9.2 and 9.3. The intent of the Workplace Gamification Design Process is to 

provide gamification designers with a process for creating and implementing effective and 

meaningful gamification design in workplaces.  

The gamification design process is multi-phased and question-driven and supported by 

various design-based and CHAT-based research methods and techniques presented earlier in 

this dissertation and in earlier publications (Oberprieler & Leonard, 2015; Oberprieler et al., 

2017; Oberprieler, 2018). Each of these Steps is detailed below, including a short description 

and key questions (refined from the early version of this Design Process presented in Section 

3.6.2), principles to be adhered to during this Step (gained from the case studies in this thesis), 

activities to be undertaken by the gamification designer, the outputs from this Step, and a 

visual representation or model for this Step. Figure 26 provides an overview of the design 

process, and each step is described in more detail below. 

 

Figure 26. Workplace Gamification Design Process 
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Step 1 Intent 

Description 

Intent is about defining the desired future state for the behavioural change and how this aligns 

with business intent and objectives. The Intent phase encompasses four key questions about 

the objective and outcomes of the gamification experience in this workplace (Figure 27): 

• What is the business strategic objective? 

• What are the desired outcomes for the staff experience? 

• What are the success criteria for gamified staff experience?  

• Are there any considerations or design constraints to be aware of? 

Principles 

Clarity of intent is critical in this step. Whereas the detail of the behaviours and game 

mechanics need not be defined in this stage, an overarching direction has to be gained here. 

As Step 2 focusses on the employees, Step 1 is important to gain a strategic view from the 

manager and project sponsor. The second principle is to ensure manager engagement early on. 

If the project sponsor is also the manager, this may be beneficial. If the project sponsor is not 

the manager, for example if the project sponsor is the Human Resources team, additional 

consideration and activities will be required in the following steps to ensure their buy-in and 

engagement.  

Activities 

The important action is to gain an understanding of business intent from the project sponsor 

and any other key stakeholders by meeting with them. This can be one or multiple meetings 

depending on what is needed to reach a point of clarity and consensus of the successful 

outcome. This step should include the designer identifying strategic and business vision and 

constraints to gain deeper insight into the workplace as an ecosystem. 
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Outputs 
The conversation is then documented into a statement of intent, a one-page document that 

describes the current state challenges and the desired future state, including the initial success 

criteria, description of the desired user experience and any other considerations.  

 
 

Figure 27. Step 1 Intent 
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o tools – which systems, technology, language, symbols are used? 

o rules – what rules govern the interaction in this activity system? 

o community – who else is involved in this system? 

o division of labour – how is the work organised? 

o what are the systemic tensions in this workplace? 

• Which workplace behaviours is the gamification targeting and why? 

• What challenges or constraints are we designing in this particular workplace?  

• What are initial ideas for game mechanics, platform and principles?  

Principles 

In some cases, systemic tensions may exist that are outside of the remit of the gamification 

design, but these should be included as well to provide a holistic and accurate depiction of the 

workplace system. The key principle is to gather and map the workplace system using the 

CHAT model to ensure that designers investigate the various components and interaction of 

the workplace. Manager buy-in and engagement can be further strengthened in this step as 

well.  

Activities 
To address the Step 2 questions, a mixed-methods research approach is recommended. A 

questionnaire allows the gathering of quantitative data across the user group, which will allow 

for pre- and post-gamification comparison. One-on-one interviews should then be conducted 

to provide depth and explore the context in more detail. The interview and questionnaire 

questions used in this study can be found in Appendices III and IV. Insights should be drawn 

from the questionnaire data and interview transcripts, using thematic clustering. These 

insights should be documented, and the pre-gamification CHAT model should be drawn 

depicting systemic tensions.  
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Outputs 
The output from Step 2 is a research report that includes the pre-gamification CHAT model, 

user insights and initial ideas for the gamification experience. This report can be disseminated 

to the project sponsor, manager/s and users, and it serves the purpose of engaging the users 

and manager and provides a basis for Step 3.  

 

Figure 28.  Step 2 Mapping the pre-gamification organisational ecosystem 
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• What are the important principles in this context? E.g. Competitive versus 

collaborative, individual- versus team-based, not overly time consuming to participate.  

• Which components are core, important and peripheral?   

• What narrative, visual design or theme will resonate most with these employees? 

• What are the feedback channels and what will be measured to understand 

effectiveness? 

• What is the best platform for this context? E.g. analogue, digital or a hybrid. 

• Are there any parts being ‘gamed’? If so, how can we build in checks and balances to 

ensure fairness to all players?  

The Gamification Design developed in this step consists of several layers of design decisions 

(Figure 29). The first layer is the behaviours being gamified.  

 
Figure 29. Step 3 Gamification design layers 
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Ideas for these have been gathered in Steps 1 and 2, but here they need to be chosen and 

detailed in order to gamify them. The behaviours should be rooted in the underlying 

motivations of staff as well as the business strategic objective. This layer also includes any 

key principles to which the gamification experience has to adhere, such as a focus on 

collaboration instead of competition or the need for the gamification not to be burdensome or 

time-consuming for staff to interact with.  

The second layer is the gamification design itself, consisting of the gameplay pattern and win 

state, the mechanics and dynamics used to enact the gameplay and the type of rewards used. 

This layer includes all game rules, points systems and any other aspect of the gameplay.  

The third layer is visual design and theme, being the aesthetic experience of the gamification 

design. This layer provides acknowledgement of the importance of visual design, which could 

include graphic design, user interface design or a theme. Themes and narratives are optional 

and should only be used if appropriate for the users and context.  

The fourth layer is the platform with which the users interact to experience the gamification. 

This could be a physical and paper-based experience, a digital interface or mobile application 

or a hybrid of both, for example a digital product to log activities completed that is then 

displayed on a physical leaderboard or progress bar in the office. The four layers form the 

various aspects of gamification experience, and each has to be carefully considered and 

designed in relation to the users and their context. The duration of Step 3 varies depending on 

the scope of the gamification experience and the skill of the designer or design team involved. 

For example, a simple physical gamification experience by a skilled designer could take a few 

hours or several days; as opposed to a digital product that could take several months and 

involve a design team that includes graphic designers and illustrators, software developers, 

sound engineers and so on. Regardless of the scope, all four layers have to be considered and 

designed.  

In addition to the four layers, a fifth element is important in Step 3, namely the design process 

itself or the approach taken to make the design decisions for each of the four layers. The 

design process should be user-centred, iterative and ethical. User-centred means focussing 

primarily on building an experience that enhances the users’ experience and maximises their 

autonomy, competence and relatedness, as dictated by Self-Determination Theory (Deci & 
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Ryan, 2000b) and Goal-setting Theory (Landers, 2017; Tondello et al., 2018). Desirability of 

the user should be prioritised, while also designing within business intent and contextual 

constraints. The design process should also be iterative, meaning that the design is tested early 

and often with users. In the design process suggested here, the activities include a Design Lab, 

further development with the project sponsor and additional refinement by the designer. For 

larger and more complex or sensitive projects, it is recommended to include several additional 

feedback activities. For digital platforms, in particular, agile user testing should be conducted 

regularly to test for user acceptance and usability. Finally, the designer should constantly be 

aware of the potential consequences of the gamification design in real life, including potential 

negative behavioural outcomes. The process of designing therefore includes ethical 

considerations as an important part of this step. 

Principles 
The key principle for Step 3 is to engage users and managers throughout the process to ensure 

their input into the design as well as buy-in into the intent and gamification design. The 

process can be adjusted somewhat to ensure employee participation, for example, flexibility 

in how the Design Lab is implemented. When choosing game mechanics, designers should 

choose those that meet the user motivations and are well-suited to the context, keeping in 

mind that even simple mechanics can achieve a positive outcome. The final key principle is 

iterative design through regular user feedback. The designer is encouraged to test rough 

concepts early and often. If the gamification experience is digital, regular usability testing is 

encouraged.  

Activities 
This step includes facilitating a Design Lab using the inputs from the Explore user insights. 

Here employees come together to review the insights and initial ideas to discuss, refine and 

add to them. The facilitator presents the initial insights and provides examples of other 

gamification experiences as inspiration and to generate ideas. During the discussions, the 

facilitator tests for which mechanics resonate with the majority of the group and also for 

principles on which to base the design.  

After the Design Lab, the designer and project sponsor/managers develop the design further. 

This is an iterative step of hypothesis-driven prototyping and testing, in which the 

gamification components are prototyped, validated and improved at increasing levels of 
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fidelity. The win state, mechanics and dynamics, rewards, platform and theme should be 

tested with a variety of users and refined based on their feedback.  

The gamification design is the workplace activity system documented in Step 2 overlayed 

with the gamification experience using the CHAT model (Figure 30), and any collateral 

material is produced, for example, instructions for players and managers that are ready for 

Step 4. Mapping the gamification experience onto the organisational system is a simple yet 

important step for designers. Overlaying the gamification visually onto the triangle model 

helps designers to consider their design in practice and how the gamification exists in the 

complexity of the real world.  

Outputs 
The output of Step 3 is the gamification design itself that is ready for implementation. This 

could be a digital platform, a physical poster or a hybrid between digital and physical.  
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Figure 30. Step 3 Mapping gamification onto organisational system 
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Principles 
The key principle for Step 4 is to support full and proper implementation, given the critical 

role of the manager in driving engagement from his team. While different workplaces and 

gamification designs will require different levels of support, it is important for designers to be 

available to support the implementation and regularly check-in to ensure the gamification 

experience is being engaged with. This could be through in-person visits and meetings and/or 

through questionnaires at regularly intervals.  

Activities 

Step 4 entails the designer supporting the project sponsor and manager to implement the 

gamification experience, which could include practical support, such as handing over printed 

materials and advising of placement of physical board, or technical support for digital 

interfaces, such as setting up users and providing them access to their account.  

Additional support should be provided over the duration of the implementation, for example 

through regular check-ins with the manager and tweaking mechanics or other components as 

needed. Regular short questionnaires can also be administered to gauge engagement and 

identify areas of improvement (Figure 31).  

Outputs 
The output for Step 4 is a live gamification experience in the workplace.  
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Figure 31. Step 4 Implement 
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effectiveness in reducing systemic tensions, on its suitability for the context, on the user 

experience of the platform and more.  

Activities 
At the end of the implementation period, the gamification experience needs to be evaluated 

for effectiveness and areas of improvement. This should take the form of a questionnaire and 

one-on-one interviews, to gather breadth of data that is quantitatively comparable and depth 

of data to gain deeper insight into user experience. The interview and questionnaire questions 

used in this study can be found in Appendix III and IV. A short report should be developed, 

documenting the pre- and post-gamification comparison and recommendations for 

improvements. 

Evaluation of the gamification experience is done using the gamification design layers to 

measure how well the behaviour being gamified suited the context and resulted in the desired 

changed behaviours (Figure 32). The gamification design should be evaluated based on the 

effectiveness of the win state, mechanics, dynamics and rewards in eliciting the desired 

behaviours. This includes the amount of engagement with each mechanic and if any changes 

or additional mechanics or win states would improve the experience and outcomes. The visual 

design and theme should be evaluated based on appropriateness and engagement. For 

example, if a theme or narrative was used, the evaluation should focus on the level of 

engagement and fit of the theme with the users. If the experience was digital, the evaluation 

should also consider digital design experience and understand the ease of navigation, visual 

design, information architecture, user error recovery and more. And finally, the gamification 

experience should be evaluated on the process taken to create the design. A good process is 

one in which users were regularly and actively involved in the design process and the design 

was ethical and valued user rights and experience. Conversely, a poor process is characterised 

by a design in which end users were not involved, did not have opportunity to provide 

feedback or input and where the individual’s rights are violated.  

For comparison of the pre- and post-gamification workplace, particularly to visualise changes 

in the components and/or systemic tensions, a post-gamification map of the workplace system 

using the CHAT triangle is produced (Figure 33). Colours can be used to visually depict the 

change to the tensions, for example, red for tension that remains, orange for one that is 

reduced and green for that is resolved.  
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Outputs 
The final output is an evaluation report that documents the results of the gamification 

experience, comparing pre- and post-gamification results and changes in the workplace 

system. This report can be provided to the project sponsor. 

  
Figure 32. Step 5 Mapping the post-gamification organisational system 

 
The five-step gamification design process presented here provides a structured approach for 

gamification designers desiring to develop meaningful gamification experience in workplaces. 

By incorporating the Cultural Historical Activity Theory model into the gamification design 

process, designers have an additional tool to aid their contextual exploration, gamification 

design and measurement and evaluation.  
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9.5 Implications, limitations and future research 

9.5.1 Implications 

This research study and its findings have several important implications for gamification and 

CHAT. Firstly, gamification in the workplace has unique challenges due to the complexity of 

today’s workplace environments. Researchers and designers require a way to manage and 

account for this complexity. This dissertation is the first to use CHAT as an approach to 

workplace gamification design. CHAT provides a useful theoretical base to understand and 

design in complex environments, such as various-sized workplaces, and could also be 

beneficial for non-workplace gamification. As a field, gamification needs to move beyond a 

simplistic view of adding mechanics to a challenge, and researchers and designers require 

more sophistication in their approach. This thesis provides a contribution in this direction.  

As evidenced by the three case studies in this thesis, when designing gamification 

interventions for the workplace, the manager plays a critical role in the success of the design 

and implementation. Gamification designers need to be cognisant of the criticality of this role 

in the design and implementation process. Ideally, designers will be able to choose and work 

with a manager or project sponsor who is not only engaged but also enthusiastic and active in 

the design and implementation. While one may wish for this ideal situation, it is not always 

the reality and more likely remains at least partially out of the designer’s control. In this case, 

designers need to be vigilant for early warning signs that the manager is not cooperative or 

not implementing the design fully. The earlier this can be identified and rectified the better, as 

this can result in the failure of the gamification design.    

When identifying workplaces to implement gamification, designers should be mindful that 

some organisations may not be as open to an innovative approach to employee engagement 

such as gamification. This research indicates that there may be a correlation between high 

workplace satisfaction and openness to gamification. Designers should be aware of this and 

discuss this implication with the project sponsor early, as early as Step 1 if possible. If 

cynicism does exist, the designer should include additional activities to engage employees and 

garner their support. If this is not successful, another potential option is to have teams opt-in 

to the gamification experience and to only work with teams that are open to new approaches 

and tools in the workplace. Particularly if the organisation is large and the gamification could 
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be part of a whole-of-organisation rollout, choosing open teams for pilot implementation may 

be prudent.  

A key implication is that gamification is successful when it is tailored well to the unique 

workplace. This study achieved a successful result in all three workplaces, in that all 

organisations engaged with the gamification experience regularly, two showed an increase in 

workplace satisfaction after the implementation of gamification and all reported a shift in 

positive behaviours in the workplace, being increased engagement and motivation, improved 

team interactions, increased communication and better clarity on team goals. This is a 

significant finding because of the positive and consistent nature of the outcome, despite the 

variation of the attributes of each context and gamification design. In all cases, systemic 

tensions were reduced or resolved. These findings are significant because they add to the 

growing body of evidence about the effectiveness of gamification to increase engagement and 

nudge behaviour. In addition, the consistency of the outcome in behaviour change in all three 

workplaces shows the replicability of this approach.  

9.5.1.1 Addressing key criticisms  

This study also helps to address some of the criticisms of gamification, as outlined in Section 

2.4. The first criticism discussed (Section 2.4.1) is the lack of common definitions and 

frameworks, which is centred on what constitutes gamification and what does not (Deterding 

et al., 2011; Raftopolous et al., 2015). This thesis contributes to this discourse by providing a 

detailed framework that provides gamification designers with a theory- and practice-based 

design process for workplace gamification.  

A second criticism (Section 2.4.2) is the oversimplification of game mechanics and 

subsequent crowding-out of intrinsic motivation (Pettey, 2012; Conway, 2014; Hamari, 

2015). This thesis demonstrates that even simple game mechanics can create a positive impact 

on the employee experience (Section 9.2.2.1). The research undertaken suggests that the 

danger of crowding-out intrinsic motivation can be mitigated by taking a deliberate design 

approach to choose the mechanics that are right for the users and context. Users in all three 

case studies reported an increase in motivation, indicating that intrinsic motivation had not 

been crowded out (Section 8.3.4). This thesis therefore provides evidence to counter this 

criticism, showing that even simple game mechanics can increase motivation.   
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Another important criticism (Section 2.4.4) is that gamification can be manipulative and 

exploitative (Conway, 2014; Deterding, 2018; Ferrara, 2013; Rapp, 2017). This is a valid and 

important contemplation for all gamification designers and should be considered in all stages 

of the design process. Manipulation and exploitation were not evident in this study, because 

the process was intentionally user-centred. The employees drove the design and were 

involved throughout the process. While the project sponsor set the initial intent of the 

gamification design, the final intent, behaviours targeted and mechanics used were driven by 

the users in the Explore and Make steps. The Workplace Gamification Design Process 

presented in this thesis addresses this criticism in the Step 3, where the design process is 

overtly required to involve end user participation, and again in Step 5, where it is evaluated.  

Another worthwhile criticism (Section 2.4.6) is that of the difficulty of defining and 

measuring success (Raftopolous, 2016, 2017). The Workplace Gamification Design Process 

presented provides a complete approach to evaluating gamification experiences for success 

from various perspectives. To fully address this criticism of gamification, however, future 

researchers and designers should use the Workplace Gamification Design Process consistently 

and in various challenges. This would then provide a common framework, language and 

approach to evaluating gamification, enabling researchers and designers with a better way to 

compare gamification’s effectiveness in different challenges, user groups and contexts.  

The final criticism (Section 2.4.7) is that gamification is not yet proven (Hamari, 2015; 

Mekler et al., 2017; Sailer et al., 2017). In as much as this criticism is a symptom of the 

newness of gamification as a field, it will take many more studies to fully negate this 

criticism. This thesis provides three examples of successful gamification that offer 

contributions to the field and show that gamification can increase motivation, communication, 

team interactions, clarity on team goals and workplace satisfaction and successfully reduce or 

resolve systemic tensions (9.1 Summary of findings and addressing research questions). 

These results therefore add to the growing evidence that gamification is indeed effective if 

correctly implemented.  

There are two criticisms identified in Chapter 2 that were not addressed in this study. One is 

dubiousness about the long-term effectiveness of gamification (Cardador et al., 2017; Putz & 

Treiblmaier, 2019; van Roy et al., 2019), as discussed in Section 2.4.3. As this was not the 

focus of the study and implementation was for a maximum of three months, this criticism 
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cannot be addressed here. The second is the potential for addiction (Wong & Lam, 2016;  

Zichermann & Cunningham, 2011), as described in Section 2.4.5. While this should also be 

considered by gamification designers, the potential for addiction is more pertinent to games, 

particularly video games, than to gamification (Zichermann & Cunningham, 2011; Werbach 

& Hunter, 2012). This study centred on workplace behaviours that needed to be performed 

and rewarded through game mechanics, so addiction in this context is far less likely. The user 

feedback and results showed no indication of addiction (Chapters 5, 6, 7).  

This study thus addresses most of the criticisms of gamification and contributes to its 

understanding and principles. While many of the criticisms are a function of the newness of 

the field, they provoke important inquiry into the field and will continue to remain relevant as 

the field of gamification developers further and gains sophistication.  

9.5.2 Limitations   

Despite the positive results and valuable contribution and implications of this study, some 

limitations exist.  

9.5.2.1 Multivariate real-world complexity  
The first limitation is that of the success of the gamification experience being potentially 

confounded by the complexity of the workplace and the many factors influencing the 

workplace activity system. When conducting an experiment in the real world as compared 

with a laboratory environment, one can never be absolutely certain that the effect is a result of 

the introduced variables, i.e. the gamification, as opposed to external factors. While design-

based research and CHAT approaches exist for the purpose of dealing with real world 

complexity, it is impossible to fully identify all factors that may affect it. However, users 

attributed the change in their workplace to the gamification design, which gives a high 

amount of certainty that the results were caused by the gamification intervention. 

9.5.2.2 Researcher role 
A noteworthy limitation is the intimate role the researcher played in the research process. As 

detailed in Section 3.5.2, Design-Based Research considers this intimacy as a strength of the 

approach (Hoadley, 2010), but it no doubt affects the generalisability of this study. The 

researcher’s experience and skill in conducting user research, facilitating design workshops 

and designing gamification experiences will influence the gamification design. This means 
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that individual researchers and designers may develop different gamification designs to 

address the same challenge. For example, two researchers may uncover the same motivation 

and systemic tension within a particular activity system but choose to address it with two 

different game mechanics. One may use a progress bar to show mastery while another could 

use the visualisation of climbing a mountain. Mechanically they are similar and are both 

responding to the same research finding, but the chosen mechanic will influence the design 

and could result in a different gamification experience for the end user.  

The hope in providing the Workplace Gamification Design Process is to address this 

limitation and provide a replicable and standard approach to designing gamification 

experiences for workplaces. However, the researcher/designer will always influence the 

design. While a scientific approach sees this as a weakness, a holistic or even artistic 

approach could view this as a beautiful creative process. Just like the gamification design 

needs to be tailored to each workplace, perhaps each designer brings his/her skill and 

experience to bear and thereby create a truly unique gamification experience.  

9.5.2.3 Case study differences 

Another limitation in the case studies is that one of the organisations, the Department, had 

three aspects that were not congruent with the other two. Its gamification experience was 

technology-based (that of the other two paper-based), its gamification was implemented for 

one month only (that of the others for three months) and its employees were from multiple 

teams (those of the others from a single team).  

Whereas each workplace is necessarily unique and different, for the purpose of comparing 

effectiveness the duration, platform and team composition would ideally have been the same. 

However, these differences allowed for interesting contrasts and comparison and informed the 

development of the key insights (Section 9.2.1) and principles (Section 9.2.2). Furthermore, 

only these case study aspects were different, not the design process, and the results were 

consistently positive (Section 9.1). The reality of gamification design is that it will be 

determined by the workplace and client need, and the Department was no exception in this 

regard. The fact that gamification can provide positive results irrespective of platform, team 

size and duration demonstrates the effectiveness of the design process used and the power of 

gamification to nudge workplace behaviour.  
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9.5.2.4 Longevity and statistical analysis 
The final limitation is that this study did not measure the effectiveness of gamification beyond 

a three-month period. Again, this was not the intent of the study, but it is worth considering 

whether the positive results would continue to exist after one or even several years. This 

would allow the researcher to ascertain whether the positive behavioural results and resolving 

and reducing of systemic tensions found in these three cases were the result of a short-term 

novelty effect only or if the behaviour and organisational change would be sustained over 

time.  

Similarly, while the qualitative nature is a core strength and deliberate design of this thesis, a 

quantitative and statistical study of the impacts that gamification can have on the workplace is 

desirable for future research. This includes the collection of more data about the individuals 

and their organisation pre- and post-gamification, including the demographic data such as 

gender and education level and organisational openness to change. 

9.5.3 Recommendations for future research 

Based on the findings, implications and limitations, several exciting opportunities for further 

research exist.  

9.5.3.1 Replicate study with same workplaces and others  
This study can be extended by applying the design methodology and frameworks to other 

workplace contexts. While the Workplace Gamification Design Process has already been 

successfully applied in three workplaces, additional workplaces and other designers would 

demonstrate the replicability of this DBR and CHAT-based Workplace Gamification Design 

Process.  

In addition to repeating this process with other workplaces, it would be valuable to apply the 

approach to three workplaces that have the same intent, for example, three organisations that 

all seek to increase professional development behaviours. Similarly, future research could 

investigate the effectiveness of the Workplace Gamification Design Process with three of the 

same organisation types, for example, three schools, three restaurants or three government 

departments. However, even if the intent and organisation are the same, each context will be 

unique as no two organisations will ever have the exact same context and their gamification 

will therefore require tailoring as well.  
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Finally, a potential opportunity for future research is the repetition of this study in the same 

contexts and including the lessons learnt and suggestions for improvement. For example, the 

Shoalhaven design could be implemented with the board in a different place or a digital 

platform, Ruby’s could be implemented fully and the Department’s again with a tweaking of 

points and additional teams. It should be noted though that these workplace systems will have 

changed, and it should not be assumed that the same tensions and users exist, so the design 

process would need to be repeated in order to understand the system as it then exists.  

9.5.3.2 Long-term study 
Another potential opportunity for future research is to implement the gamification design at 

each of the three organisations in this study but extend the implementation period to 6 or 12 

months. This would provide additional insight into the effectiveness of gamification over time 

and the long-term results of gamification on the workplace activity system. 

9.5.3.3 Refined and consistent measurement 
This thesis revealed potential correlations between pre-gamification factors such as perception 

of gamification, age and tenure, gameplay type and frequency, workplace satisfaction and so 

on. Future research could explore these correlations further to investigate the strength and 

direction of these links.  

In addition to a deeper investigation of the indicative correlations found in this thesis, 

gamification researchers would benefit from using a consistent way to measure the success of 

gamification, for example a common tool or technique to measure engagement or a set of key 

dimensions through which to evaluate success such as the appropriateness of the mechanics of 

the context, the platform, the user experience and the behavioural outcome. A common 

measurement approach would allow researchers to more easily compare across studies, by 

providing structure and shared language. The figures in Steps 3 and 5 presented in the 

Workplace Gamification Design Process (Section 9.4) provides such a measurement tool.  

9.5.3.4 Closer partnership  

In line with the design-based research approach of combining practice and theory, closer 

partnerships between academic researchers and gamification practitioners would benefit the 

field. Currently, thought leaders in gamification tend to be either academic researchers or 

designers in practice, not many that straddle both spheres. As a field, gamification can benefit 
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from deeper theory and more application in the real world. This can occur if individuals are 

both academics and designers or through a closer partnership between researchers and 

designers. All parties and the field itself would benefit from a closer partnership between 

academia and practice.  

9.6 Unique contribution and conclusion 

9.6.1 Unique contribution 
This thesis makes several unique contributions. Firstly, it provides more research and 

evidence to the effectiveness of gamification by presenting three examples of successful 

gamification in the workplace. Secondly, it is the first to extend CHAT theory and practice to 

the gamification design process. It does this by using CHAT as a theoretical basis from which 

to view the complexity of a workplace as an activity system and by using the CHAT model in 

practice to inform the data collection and analysis and to visualise the systemic change in the 

system pre- and post-gamification. Finally, it presents a design process and evaluation 

framework for implementing gamification in the workplace to provide meaningful and 

engaging experiences.  

These contributions are timely given the state of the gamification field, the need for it to 

mature and the necessity to develop a theoretical basis and procure evidence to demonstrate 

that gamification does indeed live up to its promise of providing meaningful engagement. 

Today’s workplaces are facing an ever-increasing pressure to perform, and organisational 

performance has been linked to employee engagement. With only a third of employees 

meaningfully engaged in their work, gamification shows much potential to close the 

engagement gap and thereby create meaningful and engaging experiences for employees and 

more productive workplaces.   

9.6.2 Conclusions and final thoughts  

This thesis started from the premise that in order to create meaningful engagement in the 

workplace, a gamified experience needs to be tailored to that unique workplace system. 

CHAT provides a way for researchers and designers to make sense of the real-world 

complexity and to design an effective gamification experience therein. The findings from the 

three workplaces participating in this study demonstrate the positive effects gamification can 

have in the workplace, including increased staff engagement and motivation, improved team 
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interactions and communication, raised productivity, better clarity on team goals and 

enhanced workplace satisfaction. Significantly, the gamification design process can help 

alleviate systemic tensions in the workplace and contribute to a more productive, happy and 

high-performing organisation.  

Game-like experiences have formed an essential part of human history and psychology and 

will continue to do so, aided by technological advancements and an increased popularity of 

games in its various forms. Gamification is one such form that is fast becoming the future of 

work and engagement. While the future cannot be predicted with certainty, it stands to reason 

that engagement at work and in life is and will continue to be paramount to human 

performance.   
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Appendix II – Participant Information and Consent Form  

 
 
Participant Information  
and Consent Form 
Project Title 
Systemic gamification: the design of environments for meaningful engagement 
 
Researchers 
Kerstin Oberprieler 
INSPIRE Centre,  
Faculty of Education, Science,  
Technology and Mathematics 
University of Canberra 
Phone:  
Email: . 

 
 
Project Aim 
The aim of this project is to learn more about the impact of gamification in the workplace, 
using a design approach. In particular, we are seeking to understand the impact gamification 
has on the way professionals think about and do their work.  
To do this, we are seeking to collaboratively develop a gamification design and implement it 
in the workplace. This will be done in three stages: 

1. Understand the current workplace and team behaviours 

2. Develop and implement a gamification design with members of the workplace, using a 
design thinking approach 

3. Measure any change in workplace and team behaviours 

To do this, we will collect data through interviews with team members, surveys of team 
members, and the development of a collaborative databank of design work in progress. The 
gamification solution will be specifically developed for each workplace participating in this 
study. The solution may be administered through physical or basic digital means (e.g. a 
physical leaderboard in the office, supported by an Excel sheet); the PentaQuest Beta digital 
gamification product developed by design thinking consultancy ThinkPlace; or a bespoke 
digital solution developed for and with the workplace.  
Our research questions are: 
1. What effect does gamification have on the workplace? 
2. How does Cultural-Historical-Activity-Theory provide a basis for data collection and 
analysis that can inform workplace gamification design? 
Key concepts and theories being researched 
The study investigates how workplace environments, given their complex and social nature, 
could be enhanced through a Cultural-Historical-Activity-Theory (CHAT) perspective on 
gamification design.  
Gamification 

Dr Simon Leonard 
INSPIRE Centre 
Faculty of Education, Science,  
Technology and Mathematics 
University of Canberra 

 
 

 
 

Dr Robert Fitzgerald 
INSPIRE Centre 
Faculty of Education, 
Science,  
Technology and 
Mathematics 
University of Canberra 
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Gamification is the use of game mechanics and experience design to engage users and solve 
real world problems. This often includes the use of elements such as points, badges, 
leaderboards, quests, competition, and collaboration to make real-world activities more fun 
and game-like.  
For this study, gamification is the solution being evaluated for its effectiveness in creating 
positive change in the workplace.  
Design thinking 
Design thinking is a mindset, a process and techniques for collaborating and developing 
innovative solutions. Principles include collaboration, exploring and experimenting, and 
prototyping and iterating. 
For this study, design thinking is the process through which we will develop the gamification 
solution with the workplace participating in the study. 
CHAT 
Cultural-Historical-Activity-System (CHAT) is a theory for understanding complex and 
social contexts, such as workplaces. It provides a way to make sense of workplaces and 
understand changes in workplace activity and behaviours over time. For this study, CHAT is 
the underlying theory for how to study workplaces and how we will collect and analyse the 
data.  
Benefits of the Project 
The benefit is two-fold, being both theoretical and practical. The first is to apply Cultural-
Historical-Activity-Theory to the design of gamification. This takes a systems approach to 
understanding the individual, social and institutional contexts of a workplace team, and uses 
this understanding to gamify the workplace. The second is to evaluate and expand the use of 
design thinking to gamification design and implementation. As a new field, gamification is 
lacking theoretical frameworks and empirical studies. This research will contribute by 
expanding Cultural-Historical-Activity-Theory and design thinking to gamification of 
workplaces.  
Benefits for participants include engaging in workplace learning, performance and 
collaboration, and interacting with a gamification solution specifically designed to be a 
positive experience. Participating in a design approach allows participants to be active in the 
research and influence the outcomes of the gamification and their workplace experience. As 
the gamification is targeted towards improve workplace activity, participants may also 
experience beneficial effects to their social work environment. 
Participant Involvement 
As a participant in the research, you will be asked to: 

1. Participate in a 45-60 minute interview on your experience in the workplace, one 
before and one after the implementation of gamification. 

2. Complete a short questionnaire before and after the implementation of gamification, 
and a weekly survey during the research period.  

3. Contribute feedback and memos to Evernote during the design phase, with a tag 
indicating it is available for research purposes.  

Interviews 
20 participants will be interviewed from each organisation, conducted in-situ at their place of 
work in a semi-structured ethnographic interview style to 45 – 60minutes. There will be two 
sets of interviews, one before and one after the implementation of gamification.  
Questionnaires 
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Three questionnaires will be administered during the study, using Qualtrics software. The first 
is an initial questionnaire, the second is a short weekly questionnaire, and the third is a longer 
questionnaire at the end of the research period. Questionnaires will be distributed to all 
participants participating in the gamified work activity. 
Confidentiality and anonymity 
Questionnaires 
Questionnaires are anonymous and identifiable information is not asked. Your survey answers 
will be sent to a link at Qualtrics.com where data will be stored in a password protected 
electronic format. Qualtrics does not collect identifying information such as your name, email 
address, or IP address. Therefore, your responses will remain anonymous. No one will be able 
to identify you or your answers, and no one will know whether or not you participated in the 
study. 
Interviews 
Your responses to interview questions will be kept confidential. At no time will your actual 
identity be revealed. You will be assigned a random numerical code. The code linking your 
name with your number will be kept in a password-locked file and only the researchers will 
have access to it. The recording will be destroyed when my dissertation has been accepted. 
The transcript, without your name, will be kept until the research is complete. The data you 
give me will be used for the dissertation and may be used as the basis for articles or 
presentations in the future. Your name or any identifiable information that would identify you 
will not be used in any publications or presentations. 
Participation and withdrawal 
Your participation in this study is completely voluntary, and you may refuse to participate or 
withdraw from the study without penalty or loss of benefits to which you may otherwise be 
entitled. You may withdraw by informing the researcher that you no longer wish to participate 
(no questions will be asked). You may skip any question during the interview, but continue to 
participate in the rest of the study. 
Ethics Committee Clearance 
The project has been approved by the Human Research Ethics Committee of the University of 
Canberra.  
Queries and Concerns 
Queries or concerns regarding the research can be directed to the researchers. Their contact 
details are at the top of this form.  
You can also contact the University of Canberra’s Human Research Ethics Officer, Mr 
Hendryk Flaegel, via phone  or email . If 
you would like some guidance on the questions you could ask about your participation please 
refer to the Participants’ Guide located at 
http://www.canberra.edu.au/ucresearch/attachments/pdf/a-m/Agreeing-to-participate-
in-research.pdf  
 
Consent Form 
Project Title Systemic gamification: the design of environments for meaningful engagement 
Consent Statement 
I have read and understood the information about the research and I agree to participate in this 
project. I have had the opportunity to ask questions about my participation in the research. All 
questions I have asked have been answered to my satisfaction. 
I acknowledge that my participation in this gamification design process is a part of my role as 
a professional and that I am bound by the normal codes of conduct of my profession.  
I am willing to participate in: 
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• Questionnaires 

• Pre- and post-gamification interviews 

• Contributing design memos during the design process 

Name……………………………………………………………………….…………………… 
Signature………….........................................................……………………….......………….. 
Date …………………………………. 
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Appendix III – Survey questions 

3.1 Pre-gamification questions 
Q1 - What is your role at (organisation name)? 

Q2 - What is your age? 

Q3 - How long have you worked at (organisation name)? 

Q4 - In your own words, what is (organisation name)’s vision? 

Q5 - In your own words, what are the goals of your team? 

Q6 - How would you describe (organisation name)’s culture? Please use 3 words. 

Q7 - How would you describe the culture of your team? Please use 3 words. 

Q8 - How do you feel about working at (organisation name)? Why? 

Q9 - What do you like most about working at (organisation name)? Please list 3 things. 

Q10 - What do you like least about working at (organisation name)? Please list 3 things. 

Q12 - What would make your experience working at (organisation name) better? 

Q13 - In your own words, what is a successful and good day for you at work? 

Q13 - In your own words, what is a frustrating or bad day at work? 

Q14 - How do you gauge your performance or progress at work? 

Q15 - Have you heard of gamification before? How much do you know about it? 

Q16 - What type of games do you play? 

Q17 - How often do you play games? 

Q18 - How would you feel about gamification being applied in your work? Why? 
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Q19 - We are looking to use gamification as part of the (organisation name) staff experience. What 

types of tasks, activities or behaviours do you think would be good to incentivise and reward? 

Q20 - What would motivate you to increase the frequency of these behaviours? 

Q21 - What is something important for us to keep in mind in gamifying work at (organisation name)? 

Q22 - Have you got any final comments or questions? 
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3.2 Post-gamification questions 
Q1 - What is your role at (organisation name)? 

Q2 - What is your age? 

Q3 - How long have you worked at (organisation name)? 

Q4 - In your own words, what is (organisation name)’s vision? 

Q5 - In your own words, what are the goals of your team? 

Q6 - How would you describe (organisation name)’s culture? Please use 3 words. 

Q7 - How would you describe the culture of your team? Please use 3 words. 

Q8 - How do you feel about working at (organisation name)? Why? 

Q9 - What do you like most about working at (organisation name)? Please list 3 things. 

Q10 - What do you like least about working at (organisation name)? Please list 3 things. 

Q12 - What would make your experience working at (organisation name) better? 

Q13 - How do you feel about the use of gamification in (organisation name)? 

Q14 - Why? 

Q15 - How often did you interact with the (organisation name) gamification (board/platform)? 

Q16 - What did you use the gamification board and mechanics for? (tick all that apply) 

Q17 - What did you like most about the gamification board and mechanics? 

Q18 - Did you see or experience a change in behaviour over the last 3 months? 

Q19 - What positive changes did you see as a result of the gamification? (tick all that apply) 

Q20 - Please describe the positive behaviours you observed/experienced? 

Q21 - What negative changes did you see as a result of the gamification? (tick all that apply) 
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Q22 - Please describe the negative behaviours you observed/experienced? 

Q23 - Do you think your team should continue to use the gamification? 

Q24 - Why or why not? 

Q25 - What new features, functionality, or improvements would you like to see? 

Q26 - Why or why not? 

Q27 - Have you got any final comments or questions? 
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Appendix IV – Interview protocol 

4.1 Pre-gamification interview questions 

Note: All participants had read and signed the Participant Information and Consent forms 

prior to participating in the interview.  

Preamble 

Hi, my name is Kerstin Oberprieler and I’m working with (your organisation) as part of my 

PhD research. I’m looking at how gamification can be used to enhance the workplace. I’ll be 

working with your team for the next few months to design a gamification experience with 

you, and then measure the effects afterwards.  

Thank you for taking the time to speak with me today. The purpose of this conversation is for 

me to get a feel about your workplace and your experience of it. Everything you say is 

confidential and anonymous, and no way can what you say be tied back to you in any way. 

Have you got any questions before we start? 

Questions 

1. Please tell me about yourself and your experience working here. How long have you 
been working here? Have you worked at other (organisation types)? 

2. How would you describe the purpose of this organisation? 

3. How would you describe the culture of this organisation? 

4. What does a typical day look like for you? 

5. How would you describe a good day at work? 

6. How would you describe a bad day at work? 

7. How do you know if you are doing a good job? 

8. What are some of the systems and tools you interact with during your work? 

9. Thinking now about adding gamification to this workplace, what are some behaviours 
you would like to see being encouraged or incentivized? 
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10. What do you think would be motivating for you and your team, ie rewards? 

11. Is there anything else that’s important for me to know or to consider when designing 
gamification for this workplace? 

12. Is there anything that I should know that I have not asked you? 

 

Thank you very much for your time today. 

The next steps are for me to collate notes from all the interviews and surveys, and then we 
will all come together in the Design Lab to develop ideas together.  
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4.2 Post-gamification interview questions 
Preamble 

Hi, thank you for taking the time to speak with me today. The purpose of this conversation is 

to get your feedback on the gamification experience. Everything you say is confidential and 

anonymous, and no way can what you say be tied back to you in any way. Nothing you say 

can offend me in any way, so please be as honest as you can.  

Have you got any questions before we start? 

Questions 

1. Please tell me about yourself and your experience working here. How long have you 
been working here? Have you worked at other (organisation types)? 

2. Overall, what did you think about the gamification? 

3.  What is something you liked about the gamification? 

4. What is something you did not like about the gamification? 

5. How did you find (mechanic X, mechanic Y, mechanic Z)? 

6. Did you perceive or experience any changes in behaviour? 

7. Did you perceive or experience any negative changes in behaviour? 

8. What improvements to the gamification would you like to see? 

9. Would you like to see gamification be continued in your workplace or not? Why or 
why not? 

10. Is there anything that I should know that I have not asked you? 

 

Thank you very much for your time today. 
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4.3 Interview sample transcript 
This interview transcript is taken from one of the pre-gamification interviews for Shoalhaven 
School.  

Researcher: So, tell me a little bit about you. What's your position here, how long have you 
been here, part of the Learning Frontiers, that sort of thing. 

Participant: So, I have been teaching 20 years, but I just started here at the school in 
January. So, my training is teacher librarianship. I did that for the first 10 years 
of my career and then a lot of schools stopped having TL's.  

Researcher: Oh really? 

Participant: So, went back into the classroom and then this opportunity came up to be in 
the library. So, I'm really passionate about it. 

 So, I started in January. So, I guess my role is still being defined. I spent the 
first six months doing a bit of release across the school and I'm still doing a 
little bit of filling in here and there, but this last semester it's increased as far as 
my ability to collaborate with teachers. Really, my focus is on building inquiry 
skills. All those 21st century learning skills, that part of the curriculum I guess 
that is looking at how kids learn, rather than what they're learning and just 
making those connections with resources and just learning in general.  

Researcher: So important. 

Participant: Yeah, exactly. So my library technician says they say 'Let us do the admin, you 
do the teaching.' So, I'm trying... I mean, I guess the focus that he and I both 
have for the library is that it's not... We don't want people to just see this a 
place where books are. So, I started Maker Space. Pretty much no tick or low 
tick at the moment, just because I do it for 30 minutes. So that puts a lot of 
time constraints on it, but the idea is that eventually I'd like teachers to actually 
book in during the day and come and do activities down that will increase the 
level of tech that's involved. What else ... I'm trying to get the idea slab here a 
little bit more used. I've noticed this year that a lot of teachers aren't accessing 
it. So, even when I was doing music my kids were learning a song in 
kindergarten in year one and I brought them over to use the green screen. 

Researcher: Cool. 

Participant: But a lot of teachers aren't tapping into that. So I kind of figure I'm a bit like a 
dot to dot. I'm trying to join all of the dots for the teachers. What else is my 
role ... Collaborating with the executive, looking at how to maximize 
engagement and learning. So, very much a jack of all trades. 

Researcher: And the Makers Space, is that something that is part of the Learning Frontiers 
or is that a separate- 
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Participant: Yeah, well that was kind of... When I joined Learning Frontiers... That's right, 
that was the question you asked- I think Thomas wanted to start me slow and 
not have me join too may different things back. So, I joined kind of part way 
through the year and so the Makers Space is kind of my mini project for the 
rest of this year, is to work on building the capacity of that. So, I've also been 
talking to some of the other Learning Frontiers teachers and saying, well really 
in some ways, for me to not have my own project but to tap into all of their 
projects might be a good way to look for next year, because I'm kind of the 
central hub and rather than us all going off and doing our little projects, if I 
was kind of pivoting between them and helping them in my role as overseeing 
the curriculum like that maybe- 

Researcher: Bit of a connector. Cool. And how would you describe Amaroo as a school? 

Participant: Big. Big- 

Researcher: How many students are there? 

Participant: I think we have about 1800 at the moment. I spent the first ten years of my 
career in a school that eventually closed down. So we got down to 60 to 80 
kids in the end-Then I moved to a school that probably grew from about 600, 
when I first went to about 800, when I left, and that was considered big. But, I 
guess the challenge is, for me having spent my whole teaching career in the 
primary sector, just the added I guess nuances of having preschool all the way 
up to U10, and what does that look like in a shared space. And learners ... I see 
learners as being the same, but it's just how you then adapt the learning for the 
different age groups. And I'm actually really enjoying it, I'm enjoying the ... 
I've got two teenagers at home, but I'm actually enjoying interacting with the 
kids, and I've done a few classes with some 7 to 10's, so that's good.  

 But it just does create ... You've gotta think, when you're starting a project, is 
this something that's gonna be transferrable across the school. And also when 
you're talking to teachers, they tend to get in their little pockets, so you kind of 
get ... Your early childhood teachers. Then you meet off school teachers and 
trying to get them to think across, whereas I have to in my role, I have to be 
across all areas. But a lot of teachers just get in their little box and that's what 
they're focused on. And I think that's probably the biggest challenge for us in 
the Learning Frontiers, is, we have all these great ideas, but getting teachers on 
board to say, 'Well, that's just for big kids,' well no, how do we then adapt that 
idea, and like with the green screen ... It wasn't perfect, the kids didn't do it 
perfectly, but hey, they loved it. So, not just thinking of, 'That must be just for 
the big kids.' 

Researcher: That's really interesting. And how would you describe the Learning Frontiers 
group of teachers? 

Participant: Great. They're diverse, I think it helps having teachers from across the sectors, 
cause you really get that perspective and I guess because people do tend to sit 
in their own little studies, staff studies all the time. To have representatives 
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from across the school, it means we can have those discussions and you hear 
an idea from the secondary sector and you think, 'Oh actually, here's a way that 
could apply.' And I find it good because in my role I'm kind of isolated, there's 
me and there's the two techs. I don't kind of belong to a teaching team as such, 
so I find it good to chat, and they're all very creative and innovative, that's 
what I put on my survey, they're all passionate about giving kids opportunities 
to learn in new ways and interesting ways and I guess ways that will support 
the jobs they're gonna go into, cause it's gonna be different. 

Researcher: For sure. And especially like you're saying, that 21st century skills more and 
more- 

Participant: Exactly. 

Researcher: And at mid, something that I come up a little bit with the gamification in 
workplaces, so lot of older generations are like no, but in the end everyone's 
like yeah, duh- 

Participant: But I explain it to parents sometimes like this, that we were at school, the 
content was what you needed to know. There was a set kind of group of facts 
that you needed in order to survive. Well, because of information explosion, 
you can't learn that set of facts. What you do is, you learn the skills to be able 
to learn any fact that you want. So, it's actually ... Education is still kind of 
stuck in that content driven, rather than, really does it matter if the kids know 
the European history or whether it's about what are the inquiry skills that I 
need to be able to learn that and be able to learn anything that I'm interested in. 
So- 

Researcher: Like you said, it's like finding information, making the connections and all this 
sort of stuff.  

Participant: How do I work out that that information is actually accurate, and what do I do 
with that information, and how do I share that information, all of those skills 
are actually far more important. And even en masse, there's more than one way 
to get an answer. Whereas when we were at school, you got the answer that 
way and that was what you did.  

Researcher: I'm still scarred.  

Participant: I know, a lot of us are. But that's what makes this better education now. 
Because we know, well that didn't work, so you might've learnt the timetables, 
but did you actually the strategy to then multiply something by 14 or 15? 

Researcher: Very cool. So, I guess with gamification, you can apply to a whole range of 
different things. As part of this project we don't have a set thing like, we want 
to improve this, so it's a very explorative process. But I guess at the end of the 
day, it's really about making your experience as a Learning Frontiers teacher 
better. So I'm interested, what would you describe as a good day for you, and 
what's a bad day, so I can get a bit of a contrast? 



 

363 

Participant: So, I put on the survey that a good day was when I know I've made a 
difference with the kids. So, I love it when you get those aha moments, when 
you can actually see the kids making connections. And when you're standing if 
front of a class and you can see them actually engaging in the lesson and you 
kind of feel like, those hours I spent planning that activity were worth it. That's 
when you feel really successful. I love it when I can collaborate with other 
teachers. I've done some classes where the teachers will stand up at the back of 
the room on their phones and not actually collaborate, but we'll get there. I love 
it when I'm working with a teacher ... one of the other Learning Frontiers 
teachers and I were in her cooking classroom, and we just bouncing off each 
other with the kids, and that kind of teaching is ... You can see the kids 
engaging, really worthwhile.  

Researcher: I'm interested in your experience about what a bad day is? 

Participant: That's when I get to the end of the day, and I think, 'I had all these plans for 
today, I was gonna do this and that, and it didn't happen because I don't know, 
it was just too much other stuff.' And when you get bogged down in the things 
I guess that all jobs have aspects of that ... Well especially I find in teaching 
sometimes there's so much paperwork, that you get bogged down in that, and 
you're like, 'I just wanna be sitting down on the floor with those kids reading a 
story or just ...' Sometimes you forget what the important thing is, because 
you're so busy trying to get that paperwork finished.  

Researcher: I can see that's frustrating.  

Participant: And I think life in general is busy. Life is a lot busier and a lot more fast paced 
I think. I noticed that with my kids, and even my son playing the Xbox, 
everything is fast, quick game, that sensory kind of overload, and I that's just 
how life is. But, I do think sometimes in education there are pressures that 
come from beyond our education directory that filtered down that you kind of 
think ... For example, having to do your reflections on your [inaudible 
00:11:23] portal for your registration, and add all that in. It takes hours and you 
kind of think, at the end of the day, I'm a professional, I'm engaging in those 
hours to then have to sit and do that. What's that taking me away from? So, I 
guess you just have to make those decisions sometimes, when you have those 
bad days, sit back and reflect and go, 'Let's keep the main thing, the main 
thing.'  

Researcher: Definitely. And I guess, tell me a little bit more about the Learning Frontiers 
program, so what does that look like and what does that look like for you on a 
weekly, monthly term basis? 

Participant: So we meet every Tuesday morning, and check in to see how all that projects 
are doing. So, it's really good to hear how people are tracking and hear the 
other things that are happening across the school- 

Researcher: Is that just a whip around the room and- 



 

364 

Participant: Yeah, we just go round the circle and share where we're up to, and sometimes 
somebody will say, 'I'm really stuck on this, I feel like I'm not going 
anywhere,' and you're able to then kind of support them or say, 'Well hang on a 
second.' [inaudible 00:12:28], sometimes you need to pivot. We hit a block 
with some of the phones that we'd ordered, so we had to rethink what was 
happening there. And I guess with things related to technology, there are 
always gonna be things that ... In ordering equipment and having delays for 
that kind of things. So, I think probably, I don't know ... We are time poor, and 
we're all doing our own thing, and I think the problem is in a big school like 
this, you don't have the opportunity to go in and check out what the other 
people are doing cause you're on class.  

 So, that can be a bit tricky because you hear when we meet, and the regular 
meetings are good because when you're being accountable for your own 
project, to you can see that Ian is really invested in you as a team member and 
you've got his backing with your project, you've got the support of the other 
people who are driving it. I guess my big thing is, I like to teach librarian 
conference, and they said, 'Are they just pockets of innovation in the school or 
is it deeply embedded?' And I think that's probably our next challenge. If we're 
the early adopters, and we're the ones that are driving it all, but then how do we 
then take it to the next level and it's not just the same people all the time being 
the people to take on the innovation? It's actually, in order for it to be 
beneficial to all the kids, otherwise it's just a lucky dip, if you've got the 
teacher that's driving that project. How do we make it so that all the kids have 
the access to it, and that involves their supportive executives and teachers 
actually, I guess ... Teachers being willing to jump onboard with you, and work 
alongside you and that can be hard sometimes.  

Researcher: And, so how long has Learning Frontiers been around for? 

Participant: I've only been aware of it this year, because I'm new. I'm not sure how many 
years it's been driving. But I became aware of it at the beginning of the year, 
when I arrived. Well, I don't think so because Thomas said to me at one point, 
cause I said, 'Oh, can I join?' And he's like, 'Yeah, that makes sense, you 
should join.' So I don't think it's necessarily locked in concrete. We have one 
teacher take another job elsewhere, so I guess that a question I can ask Ian, 
'What is Learning Frontiers gonna look like next year?' And I think you don't 
want it to become too big, you wanna keep your core group tight, because 
otherwise it just gets too unmanageable. But it's almost like waves or ripples or 
the rings of the onion, how do you then get the next layer onboard, and then 
the next layer, and get them strong, till the onion layers are all [crosstalk 
00:15:42], everyway. But I think that core group, if it was too big, I don't think 
it would actually be manageable. 

Researcher: And I guess it comes back to what you're saying about, if at the moment it's 
more of a pocket and how you better ... And also talking about what you were 
saying before you spoke of the wheel- 

Participant: And pivoting it out, that's right.  
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Researcher: That's really interesting. So I guess to do that, how do you do it as a group? So 
you've got your regular meetings where you catch up. How do you 
communicate at what you're doing or what people are doing? 

Participant: And I guess with my Makers Space, it's about me making sure I'm raising the 
profile of that when I do my ... I do a weekly update for teachers as teacher 
librarian. So, I'll take photos and put that in there, I've got a blog, so I'll take 
photos and put it on there for parents to engage. I put signs up every week for 
the kids so they know what's coming up, they sign up. I've talked to the 
executive, cause it's also on my pathways for this year as well, which is a 
really good way of doing it. Because then I wanted extra quick [inaudible 
00:16:55], so I was able to go and say, 'So this is my pathways project,' and at 
the moment they've got me buying the stuff out of my library budget, which is 
kind of a bit problematic. So, I was able to go to my deputy during my 
pathways and say, 'I'm stuck, I can't move forward, because I don't have 
enough money.' She said, 'Right, give me a list.' So, I was able to put on the 
list, I've ordered some Strawbees, where they're like straws that you can 
connect in together and make big 3D- 

Researcher: Fun. 

Participant: Things. I've asked for some 3D pins. So to take it to that next level. Whereas at 
the moment we're doing a lot of paper craft, building straw rockets, but things 
that include STEM skills, but can be made in 30 minutes with kindergarten to 
U6. And then of course, moving on to the more high tech. So I think that's 
really important to get your message out. And to take the photos, to put it on 
Facebook, to make sure that your project is visible. I think the other teachers, I 
know [inaudible 00:18:00] has time sometimes to go into other classes and 
actually work with other teachers to try and build their capacity. Veronica's 
great to work with as well. Tamsin's been away, so I don't know where she's at 
with hers. Of course Janet's left, I know Peter's been in and out with his project 
in working with other teachers. So, I guess you gotta make yourself be visible. 

Researcher: That's so important. I love some of the examples that you've given there. So I 
guessed if we talk about gamification, is that something that you'd heard of 
before this project or not so much? 

Participant: Yeah, a little bit. I've obviously seen articles come across my library kind of 
Twitters and things. My son is on the autism spectrum and he goes to a sports 
physio who has tapped into some gaming ideas for what he does with him in 
way of the exercises, tapped into that. So, in that sense I know a lot of people 
are using that idea of tapping into gaming for that way. So I kind of know it's 
out there, but I guess in essence what it might look like.  

Researcher: Those are great examples, and it is a fairly new field, so it's not surprising that 
most people haven't heard of, it's just kind of interesting. So I guess it's that, 
and there's a whole range of stuff and it's similar to game based learning and 
serious games, but still a little bit different. But very much still that same 
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concept. So really, it's about using the mechanics and the elements that makes 
games fun, and applying that over everyday life. 

Participant: Which is what he does with the exercises. 

Researcher: That's really good. 

Participant: That's cool. 

Researcher: And I guess what that looks like would be a whole range of different things, 
and we'll work through that together. 

Participant: Sure. 

Researcher: But I guess I'm interested in your thoughts about it being applied, but also 
applying it here ... I'll ask you a long question. 

Participant: That's alright, go for it. [laughter], so I can cope. 

Researcher: So I suppose three key things that we want to understand. One, what are some 
behaviors in the Learning Frontier teachers that we'd like to see more of or 
recognize or award somehow? What are some rewards or recognition that 
might be useful, and what are some ways to do that, if those particular things- 

Participant: So I think I misunderstood that question on the survey and I put more about 
what behaviors I wanted to see with the kids- 

Researcher: Right. 

Participant: But you're talking, so ignore that when you look at my survey. So, as far as 
teachers ... I think I answered part of it, right, cause I said recognition when 
you had which of the things was important. I mean ... There are kids [inaudible 
00:20:50]. Recognition ... For me, your pay is your reward, every two weeks. 
We have instant gratification every two weeks, so every Monday fortnight 
when that email pops in it says, 'Oh, it's pay week.' So, I guess that's always a 
motivation, [inaudible 00:21:07]. But I guess, and when I say recognition, I 
don't even mean accolades or whatever, it's just being acknowledged as being 
somebody who cares about learning and who's trying to make a difference for 
kids. Sometimes you can feel like you're a bit on a treadmill, cycling away, 
trying to do work and does anybody really actually know what you're doing. 
But in saying that it's not a big ... I'm kind of driven more by self fulfillment, 
with what I have, I don't necessarily need it, it's just nice when it comes.  

Researcher: That's right. 

Participant: I don't know, I've always been ... I wouldn't say I'm a workaholic, but I'm 
dedicated at what I do, so it's not hard for me to work hard. So in that sense, I 
guess feeling like I'm part of a team, sometimes when you feel isolated, you 
kind of think, well why bother. Whereas when you've got that collective thing, 
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you can actually celebrate it together and say, hey, that went really well or ... 
That collaboration and collegial kind of thing that we are making a difference. 
So, for me they're kind of my big ones, but I wouldn't say I ... I'm pretty much 
self motivated.  

Researcher: And I mean, that's great and I guess the idea of gamification isn't to replace 
that or to give something that's not there, but- 

Participant: Just layer something else on top, exactly. 

Researcher: Exactly, it's that layer and sometimes it's about just that tiny little bit of extra 
nudge to kind of go, 'I should do this, this and this.' 

Participant: Exactly. 

Researcher: But I'm also interested I guess in particular things that you think would work 
well for the Learning Frontiers as a group versus not, because every 
organization is different. 

Participant: Well, I think as a whole, I'm not sure how many people across the school are 
really aware of what we do. So I guess, and I don't think that's necessarily for 
lack of trying ... People get busy, they put their heads down, they care about 
what they need to care about and they don't ... If it doesn't affect them, then it 
doesn't. I must admit, when I first came, I heard them saying ... I saw the 
meeting happening, and like, 'What's going on in there?' Just kind of, 'I wanna 
be a part of that, what is that.' Looks like fun, they come out laughing. And I 
guess it's ... Learning Frontiers, that sounds very [inaudible 00:23:39], what is 
that about?  

 So, I guess that also maybe we need to raise our profile a little bit, so that 
people are like, 'Wow.' That sense that these people are actually ... We're here 
as a team too ... I don't know, I guess time if anything's gotta be a motivator. 
We have those little meetings on Tuesday mornings, but it'd be really nice to 
actually go offsite together, even to go to a different setting and sit and have a 
planning session for the next year, and have lunch out and all of those kind of 
things. That would be I think really motivating for ... Have a plan for 2018, and 
have just a day to sit and plan and brainstorm and feel away from the noises. 
Exactly, the interruptions and everything. 

Researcher: That's fair. I really like that idea of the profile raising. And also, spending time 
together as a team. Obviously, learning like you said is hard because 
everyone's sort of- 

Participant: And that is one of the really difficult things I think about working especially in 
a school this big. Cause when you're in a small school, you can't really hide, 
you kind of- 

Researcher: Feel like [inaudible 00:24:56] faculty or something- 
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Participant: Exactly. Whereas there are people that I might not see for a couple of weeks, if 
they don't come down to the library, or if I don't find myself up in the 
[inaudible 00:25:04] building ... It's ... Exactly. 

Researcher: And if ... Any other sort of rewards or particular behaviors we want to 
encourage, and they could be weekly, or they could be one off, or they could 
be one off or ... Whole bunch of things. 

Participant: Well I think, now that I've said that that big one would be the time to plan and 
sit together and have more than a, 'Oh, we've gotta go to class in 5 minutes.' 
The time to really reflect, cause we kind of skim over the surface with where 
our projects are at. Any the other reward that would be nice ... I haven't seen 
[inaudible 00:25:48] or the other executive kind of interacting with the team in 
any way. Whether that's just cause I've come onboard late, and I know 
[inaudible 00:25:58] is really good at valuing what we do, so it's not ... It's not 
that I think she doesn't value it, but I guess they get busy too with what they're 
doing. It'd be nice every now and then to have somebody from the executive 
pop in and kind of see how things are going. What else ... I don't know.  

Researcher: Cool. I mean, this is really great. I know I'm asking questions when you're like 
‘I'm not even sure what this is’, but it's very valuable. Helps to kind of start the 
cogs turning and then what we'll get together and we'll go through those- 

Participant: And make a plan. 

Researcher: As well, exactly. And so on Monday, we've got a session, so I think I'm going 
to come in here and set up different stuff, have people pop in and then spend 
some time together as a team. 

Participant: Nice. 

Researcher: And I'll show you some examples and different things so you can kind of see 
that. But, this is really helpful. 

Participant: Great, good, good, good. 

Researcher: Is there anything else that I should be aware of, whether it's like, 'Oh you 
should really know that something about this team dynamic,' or any 
considerations or? 

Participant: No, I think ... Look, I think, as far as team dynamics are concerned, I think I'm 
still getting to know some of the teachers. It's actually been really good, I've 
connected with Annabel, just I wouldn't have necessarily had a lot to do with 
her, but being in the group ... [inaudible 00:27:22] and I have built a really 
good rapport, Renee is fabulous, I don't know the others as well, but that takes 
time. I've only been here really, well, it's the ninth month, but cutting out 
January, the holidays, it's only been six or seven months. So, relationships take 
time to build, but Thomas never makes you feel unsupported, it's always ... He 
always listens to what's going on with you, if you're struggling it's never, 'Oh, 
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you should have had that in weeks ago.' It's like, 'What can I do to help you 
achieve that?' And I think with projects like this, they're ongoing and he's often 
saying, when people get a bit down about things, he'll be like, 'Well hey, pivot. 
If that's not working, if you hit a dead end, rather than giving up, how do we 
pivot that?' And I think that's really a useful way to look at it, because you are 
gonna come up against brick walls. The technology you thought that was 
gonna be useful for that isn't, or the supplier ran out ... Exactly. And money. 
And I'm trying to ... For me it's been hard learning. I've come from a school 
where the boss was always saying there was no money. So, to now go to the 
deputy and say, 'I haven't got anywhere cause I need money.' She goes, 'Right, 
well tell me what you want, and I'll see how I can make it happen.' So, even if 
she doesn't make it all happen, at least she values it enough to say, 'Right, I 
trust as a professional to say what you think would be useful for learning,' 
cause for a little while, I was just buying it out my own money. So, I think that 
if you wanna talk about rewards and incentives, having the financial backing 
and support to actually make those dreams a reality. Because for so many 
teachers, we do go, 'Oh, I feel guilty about, so I'm gonna just spend the money 
myself.' So, it's okay when it's just paper and pens, but so I think for the school 
to be so supportive of us running with these ideas- 

Researcher: Cool. Great. Well that's the end of my questions- 

Participant: Great. 

Researcher: And I'm conscious of your time, I'm not keeping you- 

Participant: That's right, thank you. 

Researcher: This has been really helpful- 

Participant: Good. 

Researcher: Thank you so much. 

Participant: That's alright, good. 
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