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W H AT  L&D
PROFESSIONALS
N E E D  TO  K N OW  A B O U T
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The term “gamification” first appeared in 2008, originating 
in the digital media industry, gaining recognition within 
the learning and development (L&D) industry in late 2010. 

Today, however, the term is everywhere. Vendors have 
remade their offerings into gamification platforms, 
new gamification solutions are sprouting up overnight, 
and conferences, trade publications as well as serious 
learning books, are all talking about gamification. Like it 
or not, the term is going to be around the learning and 
development industry for quite some time. But as quickly 
as the term emerged, so has the accompanying hype and 
hyperbole. 

L&D professionals can no longer ignore the concept 
of gamification and need to seriously consider how 
gamification can fit into their overall learning and 
development strategy. To understand the benefits 
and potential drawbacks of gamification, every L&D 

professional needs to know four important things about 
gamification. 

GAMES AND GAMIFICATION ARE NOT THE SAME

Game-based learning is the use of a game to teach. 
Gamification, on the other hand, only uses a few elements 
of games. A learning game is a self-contained unit. There 
is a definitive start, game play and ending to the game. In 
a learning game, the learners know they are engaged in a 
game activity and at the end there is a “win state.”  

In gamification, learners do not play an entire game from 
start to finish, but, rather they participate in activities 
that include elements from games such as earning 
points, overcoming a challenge or receiving badges for 
accomplishing tasks. The idea is to integrate game-based 
elements more commonly seen in video or mobile games 
into instructional environments. 
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TWO TYPES OF GAMIFICATION

There are many different types of games from 

first-person shooter games, to puzzle games 

to online board games, so it stands to reason 

that there are several types of gamification. 

Two broad categories of gamification 

are structural gamification and content 

gamification. 

STRUCTURAL GAMIFICATION

Structural gamification is the application of 

game-elements to propel a learner through 

content with no alteration or changes to the 

content. The content does not become game-

like, only the structure around the content. 

A common implementation of this type of 

gamification is to take the scoring elements of 

video games, including points, levels, badges, 

leaderboards and achievements, and apply 

them to an educational context. 

An example of structural gamification in a 

learning context is when a learner receives 

content to be learned through a quiz-

type game on a daily basis for a two-week 

period via email or a through a mobile app. 

The learner receives an email with a quiz 

question containing content to be learned. 

If they answered correctly, they earn points 

and progress toward earning a digital 

badge. If answered incorrectly, the learner is 

immediately presented a short instructional 

piece designed specifically to address the 

topic covered in the initial question. Questions 

were repeated at various intervals until the 

learner demonstrates mastery of the topic. 

The entire process takes 30 to 90 seconds 

each day and is done either at the beginning 

of the day or at the end of the day based 

on the choice of the learner. As the learners 

are progressing through the content, the 

number of questions they answer correctly 

are indicated on a leaderboard for the entire 

class to view, enabling students to assess their 

progress relative to others.   

CONTENT GAMIFICATION

Content gamification is the application of 

game elements, game mechanics and game 

thinking to alter content to make it more 

game-like. A common implementation of 

this type of gamification would be to add 

elements, such as story, challenge, curiosity, 

mystery and characters to content to engage 

the learner. For example, adding story 

elements to a series of math problems to place 

the learner in a fantasy context or starting a 

classroom dialogue with a challenge instead 

of a list of objectives are both methods of 

content gamification. The idea is not to create 

an entire game but to add elements from 

games to alter the instruction to make it more 

game-like.

An example of content gamification in a 

learning context is when the learner takes on 

a role and participates within the context of 

a story. In teaching the topic of accounting, 

a learner could begin the instruction by 

being “dropped” in the middle of an audit 

where he or she has one hour to produce a 

series of requested documents using basic 

accounting procedures. Within the context 

of the gamified learning event, the learner 

must complete the correct document request 

forms, retrieve filed information and take it to 

the auditor’s office for assessment. The learner 

is scored on accuracy of documents, speed of 

responding to requests and whether or not 

the right documents were provided to the 

“mock” auditor. 

GAMIFICATION IS NOT NEW

In spite of the rapid growth of the concept of 

gamification, the elements of gamification 

are not new. In fact, many of the elements 

of gamification have been in schools for 

centuries. In academia, grades are a form 

of badges, points have always been used 

to keep track of learner progress and 

graduating from middle school to high 

school is leveling up.

The military has been using “war games” to 

prepare and train personnel for centuries. In 

fact, some historians believe that a seventh 

century game called “Chaturanga” may be the 

first game that used pieces to serve as military 

figures on a fictional battlefield. The pieces 

represented foot soldiers, elephants, and 

chariots, which moved about on a playing 

board much like the modern chessboard. 

Today, large school war games with aircraft 
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carriers, jet fighters and submarines are used 

to keep personnel ready for battle. 

Instructors, teachers, professors and 

corporate trainers have been using game-like 

techniques for a long time as well. Instructors, 

trainers and professors embed stories in the 

form of case studies to wrap experiences for 

learners, create challenges to engage learners 

and set goals and provide feedback on 

progress while providing a safe environment 

for learners to practice skills. All of these 

are elements of gamification. It is critical to 

remember that L&D professionals are uniquely 

qualified to lead the gamification effort within 

organizations. The elements of interactive 

design that are buried in good instructional 

design strategies need to be surfaced and 

applied to the creation of online and face-

to-face learning events to create compelling 

interactive experiences while leveraging the 

best from game-based experiences. 

What is new is the emphasis of bringing all 

of these elements together in an engaging 

manner under the single concept of 

gamification. The focus on the relationships 

and dependencies of these elements is new. 

The rapidly growing acceptance of game 

thinking and game mechanics applied to 

performance, learning and instruction is 

forcing a re-examination of how games 

impact learning and performance.

GAMIFICATION IS EFFECTIVE

A large part of the appeal of gamification 

is the results that have been achieved by 

organizations implementing a gamification 

solution. Organizations have achieved 

results, such as increased engagement of 

employees, reductions in safety incidents, 

decrease of inventory theft, better health of 

employees and increased sales. The numbers 

are impressive. One organization, Pep Boys, a 

do-it-yourself automotive retailer achieved a 

reduction in safety incidents and claim counts 

by more than 45 percent. 

L&D professionals are beginning to realize 

that just because a person sits in front of a 

computer screen or sits staring straight ahead 

at an instructor and answers every question; 

it doesn’t mean they are actually learning. A 

person needs to be engaged in order to learn. 

The traditional page turning, online learning 

and classroom lecture styles are proving 

to be less and less effective for deep and 

meaningful learning. Gamification, on the 

other hand, is beginning to show meaningful 

and relevant results for a variety of subjects in 

a variety of fields.  

CONCLUSION

Learning and development professionals 

have the opportunity to leverage gamification 

to engage learners and drive learning with 

the incorporation of game elements. Smart 

L&D professionals must know the difference 

between a game and gamification, the 

different types of gamification and how to 

create gamification experiences that are 

impactful and meaningful. Understanding the 

nuances of gamification, such as the different 

types, the fact that it is not new and how 

effective it can be, is important for positioning 

gamification as an effective instructional 

solution. 

Karl M. Kapp, Ed.D., is a professor of instructional 
technology at Bloomsburg University, author 
of six books and a gamification consultant to 
organizations nationally and internationally. 
Email Karl.
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