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Learning leaders have found that integrating gaming elements into development offerings can 
increase productivity, employee engagement and retention, and promote innovation.

Five Reasons You Can’t 
Ignore Gamification
WHITNEY COOK
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T
here may just be whispers about it in 
the workplace now, but if learning lead-
ers haven’t heard much about gamifica-
tion yet, they will soon. At the annual 
National Retail Federation conference 

held in January 2012, gamification was touted as the 
next form of work-based social media where people 
interact and socialize around a common bond of 
knowledge, competitive strategy and fun. 

CLOs, HR directors, and operations and innova-
tions teams across various industries are integrating 
gaming into learning and development strategy to 
drive performance, highlight achievement and boost 
engagement. But gamification is more than new-
fangled training. Elements of game play engage em-
ployees with new knowledge, encourage competition 
among peers and bestow public rewards and recogni-
tion on those who excel. It can cover just about any 
topic, including improving operations, cutting logis-
tics costs and challenging employees to understand 
how their roles contribute to enterprise success. 

In the future, managers 
will see people playing games 
at work. After all, Gen Y pro-
fessionals have been nurtured 
and brought up on gaming, 
and Time magazine reported 
last year that the average gamer 
is 37 years old.

As boomers reach retire-
ment age, two other genera-
tions will make up the major-
ity of the American workforce: 
Generation X and Generation 
Y, also known as millennials. It’s important to con-
sider millennials’ role. They have essentially grown 
up digital, and that has changed how they engage 
with others in their day-to-day work lives. They 
come to work expecting the same engagement they 
find in the digital world.

According to technology research company 
Gartner, by 2014, 70 percent of global organizations 

ON THE WEB
Gabe Zichermann, CEO of 
Gamification.co and Dopamine, 
says video games force users 
to tap into their fluid intelligence 
— the ability to solve problems 
in situations they’re not 
familiar with: blog.CLOmedia.
com/?p=2807.

Get executive buy-in and make it count. To make a gamification 
program successful and sustainable, there must be executive buy-in. 
Whether it’s the CEO or the CLO, it is important for employees to see 
their leaders support the game and the idea of them having fun at work. 
Something as simple as a company-wide email or a quick mention at a 
town hall will help the top-down process begin. 

Explain the rules of the game. If employees do not understand how to 
engage in a game, they will lose interest. It is important to fully explain 
the rules and structure so employees can set their personal game 
objectives and know how to track their progress. This step will eliminate 
confusion and encourage user participation.

Create a master communication plan. When rolling out a game, 
it is important to take every opportunity to communicate its objective 
and how, when and where employees will have access to it. Part of 
the struggle that companies have early on is creating a game with a 
high adoption rate. Take advantage of available channels such as the 

company intranet and social media to weave in messaging throughout 
the organization.

Reward employees who spread the word. Word-of-mouth can be one 
of the strongest influencers in behavior. One of the best ways to boost 
participation and community within a game is to reward employees who 
spread the word and inspire others to play. Whether it is a special badge 
or points, that recognition will help encourage participation.

Ask for feedback, and do something with it. From pilot to full rollout, 
employee feedback is essential to create a great user experience. 
Creating opportunities for employees to easily give feedback will provide 
learning leaders with the insights they need to make games better. For 
instance, create quick two- or three-question surveys that live within the 
game or create a field for employees to leave comments. Remember to 
always reward those contributions. 

— Whitney Cook

HOW TO PROMOTE PLAY IN AN ORGANIZATION
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will have at least one gamified application; by 2015, 
50 percent of organizations that manage innovation 
processes will gamify them. Many of the world’s 
largest brands are deploying gamification, including 
Coca-Cola, AOL, Nissan, Nike and Viacom, and 
as more studies become available, the advantages to 
gaming in the workplace will become widespread. 

Learning leaders who have made the jump are 
motivated by different things. One primary lever 
promoting gamification is that employee satisfac-
tion, which is closely related to retention, can no 
longer be achieved through financial compensation 
alone. Ultimately, the big-stick approach doesn’t al-
ways work, and it is not the only method available to 
motivate and encourage team efforts. To stay on top A screenshot from IBM’s business process management simulation, Innov8.  
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Brian Knudson is the founder of NogginLabs Inc., a custom e-learning 
design and development company. He can be reached at editor@
CLOmedia.com.

DELTA GAME PROMOTES COMPETITION, SKILL-BUILDING
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of the game, managers must be forward-thinking. The 
challenge now is in understanding why gamification is 
so effective and how to introduce it seamlessly into an 
organization. 

What follows are the five reasons why leaders can’t 
ignore gamification and its potential to empower busi-
ness.

 Most peo-
ple start learning to play games at a young age, and the 
human brain is built for game play. Certain functions 
in the brain organically work toward logical problem 
solving. Gaming takes this natural process and makes 
it fun and rewarding. Typically, this requires the player 
to remember information, make judgments and seek 
certain outcomes. Knowledge retention is a big part of 
an employee’s daily life, so promoting the most effective 
types of learning isn’t just important for the employee, 
it’s essential to an organization’s growth. Jeanne Meis-
ter, author of Corporate Universities, said that interac-
tive learning games can increase long-term retention 
rates by up to 10 times — a significant statistic when 
considering knowledge retention (Figure 1).  

Annual evaluations 
are a necessary evil, but leaders increasingly find that 
employees perform better, learn more quickly and cor-
rect behaviors when they receive immediate, real-time 
feedback. Gaming offers an immediate cause and ef-
fect. If an employee chooses the wrong path or makes a 
wrong move in a game, the individual will be immedi-
ately corrected. Similarly, if the individual makes a stra-
tegically smart move, he or she will receive immediate 
positive reinforcement. 

Gamification also offers feedback to the employee 
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Source: Corporate Universities by Jeanne Meister

FIGURE 1: LEARNING METHODS AND RETENTION
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and helps to accelerate knowledge retention. This 
offers companies an advantage because it creates a 
more efficient and engaging way to monitor progress. 
Instead of learning the hard way and having to wait 
for insight from their manager or peers, gamification 
allows employees to receive feedback immediately. It 
fosters transparency about how performance is mea-
sured and where the employee really stands. 

Imagine if businesses used gamification to help 
streamline that type of information so that employ-
ees would know exactly how their skills are advancing 
and potentially which ones have actually grown in-
stead of wondering, “How am really I doing?” “Is my 
work performance being ranked fairly?” and “How 
am I supposed to set goals if I have no idea what I am 
trying to achieve?”

For example, in 2007, IBM created a business 
process management (BPM) simulation game called 
Innov8. It was originally designed to help develop 
college students and young IT professionals, but 
during the past five years, it has evolved into a pro-
gram that gives both IT and business players a bet-
ter understanding of the impact of successful BPM 
on an entire business ecosystem. At its core, Innov8 
was created to help people work smarter so they can 
help build a smarter planet. Players quickly see how 
practical process improvements can help meet profit-
ability, customer satisfaction and environmental goals 
while addressing real problems municipalities and 
businesses face. 

 Companies spend thousands of dollars annu-
ally sending their employees to seminars, conferences 
and targeted development sessions. There are benefits 
to being able to display the fruits of learning achieve-
ments via certificates displayed on desks, letters be-
hind one’s name and highlights on a LinkedIn page. 
People often enjoy competition, and they like to win 
and receive validation. In the workplace, people are 
judged on their knowledge, achievements and over-
all reputation. Allowing employees to become skilled 
masters in their particular roles and creating a com-
munity that openly recognizes their accomplishments 
will not only facilitate overall workforce development, 
it will ultimately help an organization reach its busi-
ness goals.

 Most 
people appreciate some sort of social interaction in the 
workplace. Employees enjoy having lunch partners 
and playing on kickball teams during company out-
ings, and they may voluntarily spend their off hours 
at team-building events. People like to feel that they 

belong and to help others, that they matter and that 
they are more than a cog in the corporate machine. 

In 2011, the winner of the SAP Gamification 
Cup had the idea of gamifying SAP’s vendor invoice 
transaction. For each invoice and line item, users and 
their teams can earn points, raise their status and 
participate in daily or monthly challenges for their 
team. The reward at the end of the month is a dollar 
amount that is donated to charity.

Gabe Zichermann, an author and the founder of 
the Gamification Summit, stated in 2012 that “Gami-
fication can run a loyalty program that has all the bells 
and whistles of something like [United’s] MileageP-
lus, but cheaply. Traditional loyalty programs fail be-
cause they don’t typically generate new or additional 
revenue streams and can cost a company more in the 
end. What drives loyalty is not giving away free stuff, 
but status and recognition. People are very into status 
once they achieve it, and they don’t want to lose it.” 

Gaming creates a virtual world where employees 
can be productive and still have a good time. Incor-
porating fun into the workplace can be good for busi-
ness because it fosters productivity, which helps to 
create a better work environment. Happier employees 
often generate higher revenue.

 Many companies are embracing gami-
fication as a way to encourage innovation among 
their employees. At a 2012 Consumerization of IT 
in the Enterprise conference, Zichermann described 
the crowd-sourcing game Foldit, developed by the 
University of Washington. In 2011, 46,000 people 
using Foldit worked for just 10 days to determine 
the structure of a key protein that scientists believe 
may help cure HIV. Scientists had been working on 
the problem for 15 years. 

An organization may not be trying to cure a 
deadly disease, but fostering innovation can mean 
life or death in today’s marketplace. Reinforcing 
learning and development within a team will not 
only foster a productive work environment, it helps 
to create opportunities for career advancement and 
job security for employees down the road. 

However learning leaders spin it, gamification is a 
fast, effective and fun way to train and motivate em-
ployees. Be on the lookout for it — or better yet, be 
the pioneer who brings the idea to the company. CLO

Whitney Cook is an account manager at Inward Strategic 
Consulting, focusing on gamification and employee engage-
ment in retail. She can be reached at editor@CLOmedia.
com.
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