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Level Up or Game Over? 

Gamification and Design 

An Essay by Maria Noll  |  14 July 2017 

 

“In every job that must be done, there is an element of fun. 

You find the fun and SNAP! – the job’s a game.” 

(Mary Poppins) 

 

Students who play themselves to their bachelor’s degree as an elf warrior? With this 

experiment the Heinrich-Heine-Universität Düsseldorf started to introduce gamification 

in lessons: In the degree course Information Science and Language Technology students 

did their exercises through quests of a role-playing game. They gathered experience and 

leveled up their game character to maximum until they reached their goal: ‘exam passed’. 

Games can impart knowledge. And they can motivate you to practice monotonous or 

annoying workings, or even repeat them. So if designers know how to use this power of 

game dynamics, people can get emboldened to do almost everything, also in ‘real life’. A 

‘Homo ludens’ – a playing person – sleeps in everyone of us. And we develop our skills 

through playing. At least that’s what the cultural historian Johan Huizinga said. 

Not only in the area of school lessons has been proved that gamification is working. 

– The App “Zombies, Run!” helps jogger to motivate themselves. 

– The “Speed-Camera-Lottery” in Stockholm lowered the average driving speed by 22 

percent. Whoever drove responsibly got what the offenders had to pay. 

– And 2,500 years ago – so Herodot referred – games of dice had been invented in the 

Kingdom of Lydia to distract from starvation. 

That’s how gamification looked like in the past. And it’s got its benefits. But like 

everything else it also contains weaknesses. Gamification Guru Yu-kai Chou, who 

developed the gamification design framework Octalysis, mentions one of these weak 

points in his TEDxLausanne Talk: “So now the child doesn’t even know, he’s doing 
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math.” But where is the learning effect if we only learn how to play the game instead of 

the subject matter? 

 

We want gamification, not game infection 

Another issue which is often discussed within this topic is the question of manipulation 

through gamification design. Jane McGonigal is a game designer of the Institute for the 

Future (ITFT), a non-profit spin-off from the RAND Corporation. She outlines it already 

in her presentation of 2010: “If we use the power of games to give people an opportunity 

to do something that they want to do, we are doing good. If we use the power of games to 

get people to do something they do not want to do, we are doing evil.” 

So what is good gamification? Executive Director of Design Janaki Kumar has a big 

influence on today’s design thinking and was named a Women of Influence by the 

Silicon Valley Business Journal in 2016. In her speech of 2015 she gets to the heart of 

gamification: “Designing successful gamification systems is not easy. It requires a deep 

empathy and respect for the player, a clear understanding of the mission and an insight 

in how to motivate the player to work the mission.” 

The challenge for gamification designers is to find solutions to make boring tasks 

enjoyable. But this objective will not be prevailed by a mindless scoring system, which 

only gives you a level up or a new status in the end. A designer does not have to set 

everything for the people. In everyday life everyone can treat themselves with a nice 

dinner whenever they want, whether they abide by scores or not. There are many ways of 

self-monitoring, deferring needs and rewarding – quite apart from games. 

A game has more than one element – playification is the keyword here. The difference 

to gamification makes sense if we compare two different types of games: There are 

games like chess with specific rules and to break those rules would neither be fun nor 

would it be an achievement as you never will get any better in the game by doing 

that. But other games like LEGO allows it to set your own story and your own rules in 

your own little world, and ultimately do your own worldbuilding. 

There is no fun in gathering points for brushing your teeth or saving electricity. But it 

could be fun to be part of a teeth brushing symphony orchestra or having a gun and shoot 
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out the lights to save electricity. If you do something not only because you are rewarded 

for it but because you enjoy doing it, you are also in ethical terms on the right side. 

Since a few years the piano stairs in Stockholm animate people to use the stairs instead of 

the escalator. Every stair is a semitone and being in movement creates melodies. That 

means: Playification works even in the long run – usually through an interactive interface 

design. Although according to Buddha’s principle: ‘The journey is the reward’. As we are 

not all Buddhistic Monks it still could take a while until this thought of playification 

established in the west of the world. Sad to say. 

 

When everything is a game, there ain’t no games no more 

So what could the future bring? Yu-kai Chou talks in aforementioned TED Talk of 2014 

about his vision: “I foresaw a world, where there is no longer a divide between what you 

have to do and what you want to do. And in this world, all you have to do is play all 

day.” That is his idea of paradise. 

But people are playing games to escape from reality, to take a time out and to have fun in 

another world. It may be a nice thought to fill out your tax return with a gamepad 

someday, but what kind of consequences would appear if everything would be a game? 

How many games do we need, or rather more: after how much gamification will we be 

at the point where we want to escape back to the real world? 

 

Error culture 

So Gamification and Playification have their limits, and they should have, just like in an 

error culture. Ingame we don’t mind losing – quite the opposite is the case: We even got 

the endurance to try it over and over again until we cleared a level or killed the boss. 

Because games teach us that it is OK to lose and that we will be successful sometime if 

we try hard enough. 

But reality is different: We live in a society with high standards, in school and study as 

well as in a working environment. We don’t go easy on us. We don’t tolerate failings as 

easily as ingame. That has its reasons as the consequences of our failure need to be 
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carried by someone. And gamification will not protect us from that. But at least it allows 

designers to reach people on a new level and to create new aspects. 

Games do have power. But with great power always comes great responsibility. 


