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Abstract
A central aspect for the application of Gamification is to motivate desired user behavior. As
motivation and behavior are discussed in psychology an understanding of psychology theories
is a vital and inevitable building block in the creation of successful Gamification. This issue has
already been addressed in academia and praxis by transferring psychology theories to the
domain of Gamification. Yet to the best of knowledge a comprehensive overview of psychology
theories for Gamification is missing. The paper at hand closes this gap and provides a
comprehensive overview of psychology theories by conducting a literature review in 42 top
ranking IS journals as well as IS conferences and corresponding IS streams. Results showed
that a plethora of psychology theories with different use intentions were employed in the context
of Gamification. All findings were first discussed within the scope of their containing article and
second concept centric in table form for a better overview. Derived from the results future
research outlets were identified and presented.
Keywords: Gamification, Information Systems, Literature Review, Psychology, Theory

1

INTRODUCTION

Gamification evolved to one of the most important trends in technology (Deloitte 2011). Various
examples illustrate the success. Popular ones from the industry are Foursquare 1 and Nike+2. Since
2011 Gartner values the importance of Gamification by incorporating the term into their Hype Cycle
as an expected upcoming trend for the next five to ten years. Regarding the monetary value of
Gamification, M2 Research predicts a market share of more than $980 mio. for 2014, which is likely
to grow to $2,8 bio. by 2016 (Meloni & Gruener 2012). In 2012, 20% of Global 2000 organizations
have already deployed a gamified application and by 2014 this trend is growing up to 70% (Gartner
2011). The areas in which Gamification is applied to are manifold. They range from productivity,
finance, health, education, sustainability to news and entertainment (Deterding et al. 2011; Meloni &
Gruener 2012). Also due to this trend in the various mentioned practical areas, Gamification is gaining
more and more scientific notice, which also accounts for Information Systems (IS) with a growing
number of publications. A central aspect of Gamification is to motivate desired user behavior (Thom
et al. 2012). However this is more than just adding game elements and consequently Gartner predicts
that 80% of gamified applications will fail due to poor design (Gartner 2012). As motivation and
behavior are discussed in psychology an understanding of psychology theories is a vital and inevitable
building block in the creation of successful Gamification. Academia and praxis addressed this issue
and transferred various psychology theories to the domain of Gamification. The goals are amongst
others to better understand as well as to improve and further develop Gamification. Yet what is
missing to the best of knowledge is a comprehensive overview of psychology theories for
1
2

https://foursquare.com
http://nikeplus.nike.com/plus/

1

European, Mediterranean & Middle Eastern Conference on Information Systems 2014 (EMCIS2014)
October 27th – 28th 2014, Doha, Qatar

Gamification. Therefore the purpose of this paper is to close this gap and provide a comprehensive
overview of the psychology theories mentioned in conjunction with Gamification from an IS
perspective. This was accomplished by a literature review in 42 top ranking IS journals as well as IS
conferences and corresponding IS streams.
The remainder of this paper is structured as follows. First Gamification is introduced and explained.
Next the procedures for the literature review are described followed by the presentation of the
findings. Last results are discussed and a future outlook is given.

2

GAMIFICATION

This section gives a short introduction of Gamification, its history and current academic definitions.
Furthermore it is outlined how Gamification is understood within this paper.
Coined in the digital media industry Gamification gained widespread adoption after the second half of
2010 (Deterding et al. 2011). The origin of the phrase cannot be dated back unambiguously. Opinions
diverge between its first occurrence in 2008 (Deterding et al. 2011), respectively 2002 where Pelling
(2011) claims to have used the term for the first time. The first Gamification system was introduced by
Bunchball3, founded in 2005. Since then more and more companies started offering Gamification
solutions in various forms which first were applied for marketing purpose but soon expanded to
manifold areas (Deterding et al. 2011). Trying to give Gamification a unique characterization is
difficult as various understandings exist. Deterding et al. (2011) see the basic principles behind
Gamification in increasing activity, retention and motivation of individuals, which is amongst other
things accomplished by implementing so called game design elements in a non-game context. Huotari
and Hamari (2012) alternatively see the creation of gameful experiences to support value creation as
the central concepts, which can be applied not solely to a non-game context but also to games in the
form of meta games. Also the term Gamification itself is discussed controversial, which leads some
authors to propose different terms, for instance “productivity games” or “playful design”. Nonetheless
Gamification is the most renowned.
A plethora of similar and related concepts exist which need to be distinguished from Gamification.
Deterding et al. (2011) identified three major streams which are related to games namely pervasive
games, the use of games in a non-game context and playful interaction (Deterding et al. 2011). These
main categories inherit developments like healthgames, persuasive games, alternate reality games and
many more. Within the non-game context “serious games” that represent a “full-fledged” game for
non-entertainment purpose can be found (Deterding et al. 2011). This phenomenon was first
mentioned by Abt (1987) and even though the non-game context applies for Gamification, serious
games create an entirely new game instead of enhancing an existing system with “gamefulness”
(Deterding et al. 2011; Huotari & Hamari 2012). This means that “serious games” are not considered
Gamification. Besides different perceptions regarding the meaning of Gamification and its proper
classification among similar concepts the question arises if Gamification describes a new and distinct
phenomenon at all (Deterding et al. 2011) that is therefore worth researching. This assumption is
supported by the thesis that game based aspects and concepts that Gamification relies on are not new
at all. Loyalty programs and several other marketing incentives which are used for a long time already
are now part of what is called Gamification (Meloni & Gruener 2012). Though what has changed are
the new underlying technologies. They offer a never seen before level of communication,
entertainment and interaction (Meloni & Gruener 2012). Within their paper Deterding et al. (2011)
conclude that Gamification does provide a distinct phenomenon that is therefore worth researching.
Several attempts to define Gamification exist, both in industry and academia. Focusing exclusively on
academic definitions, two are to be considered:
The use of game design elements in non-game contexts.
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(Deterding et al. 2011)
A process of enhancing a service with affordances for gameful experiences in order to support
user's overall value creation.
(Huotari and Hamari 2012)
For the remaining paper the definition provided by Deterding et al. (2011) will be used as reference.

3

RESEARCH METHODOLOGY

This section outlines how the literature review was approached in detail, including the retrieval of
literature and the filtering process.
3.1

IS Literature Retrieval

The literature review was initialized by first focusing on contributions in the leading international IS
journals as proposed by Webster & Watson (2002). Therefore the “senior scholars' basket” of IS
journals from the Association for Information Systems (AIS) was consolidated. Furthermore the top
twenty of the top fifty ranked MIS journals composed by the AIS were included which already listed
four of the “senior scholars' basket” of IS journals. Outlined aims and scopes of the journals were
scanned first to see if valuable input could be expected. If no common ground was identified they were
excluded4. Taking into account the novelty of the research topic major IS conferences were considered
as well. The selected conferences are sponsored or affiliated by top associations in the domain of IS
and therefore in accordance with the selection process for conferences provided by Levy & Ellis
(2006). To broaden the insight within the scope of IS and considering its interdisciplinary nature
(Webster & Watson 2002), corresponding streams of IS research were also consulted if applicable.
Banker & Kauffman (2004) identified and described five different streams of IS research: Decision
support and design science, Value of information, human-computer systems interaction, IS
organization and strategy, and Economics of IS and IT by examining the development of IS in a
timeframe from 1954 to 2003 and correlating the findings into top categories. While some of the
research streams do not seem to have strong interrelation with the concepts of Gamification and
therefore were neglected, human-computer systems interaction is of interest. The human-computer
systems interaction “emphasizes the cognitive basis for effective systems design” (Banker &
Kauffman 2004) and thus is related to disciplines like cognitive psychology, decision science and
design science (Banker & Kauffman 2004). As one of the key aspects of Gamification are to engage
and motivate users (Deterding et al. 2011) and because Deterding et al. (2011) see the origin of
Gamification in this stream, human-computer systems interaction or in general HCI thus represents an
additional important area to examine. Consequently high quality journals as well as conferences within
the area of HCI were selected based on the same rigorousness as for IS. Journals were chosen, based
on the impact factor provided by the Institute for Scientific Information (ISI). Here the five highest
ranked journals acquired by a keyword search for interaction, human, interface, and user within the
categories computer science or cybernetics were chosen. In addition, two more journals that are
sponsored by the special interest group on human computer interaction (SIGHCI) were added. All
highest ranked5 conferences were picked from the Excellence in Research for Australia initiative's
(ERA) ranking of conferences and journals by incorporating a title search for interaction, human,
interface, and user. Furthermore applicable conferences, sponsored by the SIGCHI were added to the
selection.
The following list gives an overview of the included journals and conferences6.

4

This approach applied to four journals: Artificial Intelligence, AI Magazine, Decision Support Systems and ACM Transactions on Database
Systems. Additionally IEEE Trans. and ACM Trans. were excluded which represent collections of journals.
5
This means A* and A ranked conferences.
6
Explanation: IS = Information Systems, Int. = International, Conf. = Conference.
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Category

Source

IS Journals

“IS Basket of Journals”, Communications of the ACM, Communications of the Association
for IS, Decision Science, Harvard Business Review, Information and Management, IEEE
Software, IEEE Transactions on Software Engineering, Journal of Computer and System
Sciences, Management Science, Sloan Management Review
Americas Conf. on IS, BLED eConf., Int. Conf. on Information Resources Management,
European Conf. on IS, Hawaii Int. Conf. on System Sciences, Int. Conf. on IS,
Mediterranean Conf. on IS, Pacific Asia Conf. on IS, Wirtschaftsinformatik
Human Computer-Interaction, Interacting with Computers: The interdisciplinary Journal of
Human-Computer Interaction, Int. Journal of Human Computer Studies, Int. Journal of
Human-Computer Interaction, AIS Transactions on Human-Computer Interaction, ACM
Transactions on Computer-Human Interaction, User Modeling and User-Adapted
Interaction
Conf. on Human Factors in Computing Systems, Computer Supported Cooperative Work,
The ACM SIGCHI Symposium on Engineering Interactive Computer Systems, Int. British
Computer Society Human Computer Interaction Conf., Human-Computer Interaction –
INTERACT, Int. Conf. on Intelligent User Interfaces, ACM Symposium on User Interface
Software and Technology, IEEE Symposium on Visual Languages and Human-Centric
Computing

IS Conferences

HCI Journals

HCI Conferences

Table 1.

List of selected Journals and Conferences.

Although research was limited to the journals and conferences listed above and consequently might
leave out a large body of knowledge, still an extensive and high quality set of resources is provided.
The literature review was tied to a timeframe from 2008 to 2013. Within this timeframe most of the
relevant literature should be included, also considering the fact that the term Gamification did not gain
popularity before 2010 (Deterding et al. 2011). On all journals and conferences a keyword search was
conducted, with a stemming of the term Gamification to the actual search term gamif* in order to
ensure inclusion of multiple variations of the term like (to) gamify or (being) gamified. No further
restrictions e.g. adding an additional search string like the term psychology or theory were applied to
ensure inclusion of as much literature as possible. Title, abstract and keyword section as well as the
full body were scanned. Within this phase 78 articles were identified.
3.2

Filtering Process

All identified articles had to meet certain inclusion criteria in order be further used.


Criterion (1): The article is no book review, editorial, keynote, panel talk, conference
summary or introduction, or a workshop description.



Criterion (2): The article focuses on Gamification in the sense of Deterding et al. (2011).
Excluded were “full-fledged” games or other similar terms like “serious games” or
“persuasive games”. Furthermore only a non-game context was considered relevant.



Criterion (3): The article presents psychology theories which are explicitly mentioned in
conjunction with Gamification. Further theories of psychology which are mentioned in the
article but not directly connected to Gamification were neglected.



Criterion (4): The psychology theories are part of the actual research. Theories in
introductory sections with no further explicit application or description in the main body of
research were neglected7.

Consequently abovementioned criteria were used to examine8: (1) only papers, (2) which focus on
Gamification, (3) that name psychology theories in a context with Gamification, and (4) actually apply
7
8

Consequently if the main body of research consists of a recapitulation of literature the findings were considered relevant.
Explanation is given in the same order as the four criteria were introduced.
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these theories. The outlined criteria lead to 9 articles from the domain of IS that incorporate
psychology theories in their work and directly relate these theories to Gamification.

4

RESULTS

The findings are presented in a twofold manner. To begin findings are introduced per article (authorcentric). This has various reasons. First the literature review only revealed few overlapping theories
among the identified articles. Consequently synthesizing the findings from the literature right away
was not practical enough as there was no benefit to do so. Second several articles used a combination
of theories. A concept-centric approach would have made it harder to understand the interrelation
between theories, the reason for their combination as well as the intention to use certain theories in an
article. Therefore first presenting the findings in an author-centric fashion seemed to be more
applicable. After illustrating the applied theories in its entirety per article, additionally a conceptcentric approach as recommendation by Webster & Watson (2002) is provided in table 2. The tabular
form follows the intention to showcase each theory individually including its authors and the intended
purpose for a psychology theory.
4.1

Author-Centric use of theories

The findings are illustrated in alphabetic order of the authors.
4.1.1

Hamari & Koivisto (2013)

In the context of a physical exercise application with social network capabilities, the authors’ research
model drew from the theory of Planned Behavior which was extended with factors from theories
about Social Influence, Recognition, and Reciprocal Benefits, which themselves are positively
influenced by the paradigm of Network Exposure. The authors hypothesized that findings from those
theories positively influence the attitude and use behavior toward Gamification.
4.1.2

Kamal et al. (2013)

The authors introduced an online social network application with the intention to foster healthy
behavior. Social Cognitive Theory was incorporated which holds that behavior is determined through
incentives and expectations. Of key importance within the Social Cognitive Theory is the Self-Efficacy
Theory. Furthermore Uses and Gratifications Theory was used to provide valuable insights on the
motives to engage in online social networks. Based on the factors from Social Cognitive Theory and
Uses and Gratification Theory Gamification design elements were developed.
4.1.3

Kankanhalli et al. (2012)

Self Determination Theory, Flow and Fogg’s Multi Factor Model were named as motivators for online
user engagement. Social Exchange Theory, Social Capital Theory and Uses as well as Gratifications
Theory were also considered relevant to understand user engagement through Gamification.
Furthermore it was stated that theories from specific contexts Gamification is applied to should also be
considered relevant.
4.1.4

Korn (2012)

In order to improve production environments Flow was identified as important factor for engagement
and to increase motivation as well as performance. Components of Flow (challenge, clear goals, and
immediate feedback) were incorporated into a gamified application.
4.1.5

Massung et al. (2013)

Deci's Effects of Externally Mediated Rewards as well as Fogg’s Behavior Model for Persuasive
Design were examined as factors for intrinsic motivation and proved applicable. The article researched
a crowdsourcing application to support pro-environmental community activism, which was enhanced
with Gamification.
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4.1.6

Shang & Lin (2013)

For the authors the Means-End Theory which has been applied to various studies in consumerpurchasing behavior offers the possibility to measure consumer preferences and attitudes toward a
product and further helps to link consumers’ needs and product characteristics to reveal consumers’
goals and motivation to purchase a product. This theory was proposed in a setting where Gamification
is used to impact purchase intentions.
4.1.7

Sjöklint et al. (2013)

The authors created a multi-theoretic research framework to analyze the impact of numerical data on
user behavior in three steps. First Self Determination Theory and Self-Efficacy Theory were employed
for conceptualizing the motivation for individuals to engage in interpreting numbers. Second Fast and
Frugal Heuristics on the cognitive act of interpreting quantitative data in order to derive an evaluative
self-perception were applied which finally incorporated the Dual Self Model on how users behaviors
are influenced by the numerical representations of their actions. Gamification in this context is seen as
the motivating reward system to collect points for the aforementioned purpose.
4.1.8

Teh et al. (2013)

Self-Determination Theory was proposed as a fundamental tool to understand motivation. Focusing on
games the Theory of Intrinsically Motivating Instruction was employed which covers three main
intrinsic motivations: challenge, fantasy, and curiosity. Similarly Yee’s Player Motivation Model
summarized motivations for play into achievement, social, and immersion components. Next Bartle’s
Player Classification was mentioned as means to classify users based on their motivations to play.
Furthermore the authors outlined the Theory of Social Comparison which posits that individuals need
a reference in order to form opinions about their own abilities. Gamification is used as a means to
evoke intrinsic motivation by framing tasks in ways that elicit positive attitudes.
4.1.9

Vassileva (2012)

In the article theories were divided in intrinsic, social and extrinsic motivators. Extrinsic motivation
covered Skinner's Reinforcement Theory and Expectancy Theory. Intrinsic motivation considered
Needs-Based Theories of Maslow, Alderfer's ERG Theory, Acquired Needs Theory, Bandura's SelfEfficacy Theory as well as Goal Setting Theory. Herzberg's Two Factor Theory, Equity Theory and
Cognitive Evaluation Theory considered the interplay of intrinsic, extrinsic and social motivators. On
top of the aforementioned intrinsic, social and extrinsic division Vassileva mentioned Self
Determination Theory and Theory of Planned Behavior. Furthermore new areas of social science like
social psychology, educational psychology and organizational science were proposed to further
explore motivation. The author’s intention was to give a broad overview of approaches to motivate
users to participate. As motivation plays a central part in Gamification the theories were also
recommended as valuable resource for Gamification.
4.2

Concept-Centric use of theories

All identified theories and their authors are illustrated in the following matrix. Furthermore the sum of
all findings per article is provided on the axis of abscissae. The sum of occurrences per theory is
provided on the axis of ordinates. For each theory the overall intended purpose which was mentioned
in the corresponding article(s) is provided as well. The intended purpose is provided as precise as
formulated in the article. Theories which were identified in more than one article are highlighted and
afterwards explained in more detail.
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Table 1.

Count
1

Intrinsic Motivation

•

1

Intrinsic Motivation

1

Motivation

1

Interplay of Intrinsic,
Extrinsic and Social Motivators

1

Intrinsic Motivation

1

Behavior

•

1

Interplay of Intrinsic,
Extrinsic and Social Motivators

•

1

Extrinsic Motivation

1

Behavior

1

-

2

Intrinsic Motivation

1

Behavior

1

Behavior

•

1

Intrinsic Motivation

•

1

Interplay of Intrinsic,
Extrinsic and Social Motivators

•

1

Intrinsic Motivation

1

Behavior

•

1

Motivation for Participation

•

1

Behavior

•

4

Intrinsic Motivation

•

3

Intrinsic Motivation

•

1

Extrinsic Motivation

1

Motivation for Participation

1

Behavior

1

Motivation for Participation

1

Behavior

1

Intrinsic Motivation

2

Behavior

2

Motivation for Participation

1

Motivation

(Teh et al. 2013)

•

(Korn 2012)

(Vassileva 2012)

(Sjöklint et al. 2013)

(Shang & Lin 2013)

(Massung et al. 2013)

(Kankanhalli et al. 2012)

Theory
Acquired Needs Theory
(McClelland 1962)
ERG Theory
(Alderfer 1969)
Player Classification
(Bartle 1996)
Cognitive Evaluation Theory
(Deci 1975)
Effects of Externally Mediated Rewards
(Deci 1971)
Dual Self Model
(Thaler & Shefrin 1981)
Equity Theory
(Adams 1965)
Expectancy Theory
(Vroom 1964)
Fast Frugal Heuristics
(Gigerenzer & Todd 1999)
Theory of Social Comparison
(Festinger 1954)
Theory of Flow
(Csíkszentmihályi 1990)
Behavior Model for Persuasive Design
(Fogg 2009)
Multi Factor Model
(Fogg 2009)
Goal Setting Theory
(Locke & Latham 1990; Locke & Latham 2002)
Two Factor Theory
(Herzberg et al. 1959)
Hierarchy of Needs
(Maslow 1943)
Means-End Theory
(Gutman 1982)
Reciprocal Benefit
(Preece 2001; Lin 2008)
Recognition
(Lin 2008; Cheung et al. 2011)
Self Determination Theory
(Deci & Ryan 1985)
Self-Efficacy Theory
(Bandura 1977)
Reinforcement Theory
(Skinner 1953)
Social Capital Theory and Uses
(Nahapiet & Ghoshal 1998)
Social Cognitive Theory
(Bandura 1977)
Social Exchange Theory
(Blau 1964)
Social Influence
(Kelman 1958; Ajzen 1991)
Theory of Intrinsically Motivating Instruction
(Malone 1981)
Theory of Planned Behavior
(Ajzen 1991)
Uses and Gratification Theory
(Katz et al. 1973)
Player Motivation Model
(Yee 2006)
Count

(Kamal et al. 2013)

Author

(Hamari & Koivisto 2013)
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•
•
•
•

•
•
•

•
•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•
•
•
•
•
•

•
•

•

3

6

•
4

1

2

1

4

5

Intended Purpose

12

Summary of the identified theories mentioned in conjunction with Gamification and their
corresponding articles. Sorted in alphabetical order of theories and authors. Theories occurring in
more than one article are highlighted.
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4.3

Frequently used theories

In the following the most frequently employed theories and their application in the context of
Gamification (identified articles were taken as base of operations) are described in more detail.
4.3.1

Theory of Flow

Flow represents a theory of intrinsic motivation. Csíkszentmihályi (1990), introduced the phenomenon
of the so called Flow experience, which can be described as an experience that is at once demanding
and rewarding. Flow is furthermore a singularly productive and desirable state of mind. Three
necessary core components of an activity can be identified that lead to Flow. First a certain level of
challenge needs to be reached which matches the skill set of the user. Second, an activity must have
clear and bounded goals. Third, there must be immediate feedback for the user’s action
(Csíkszentmihályi 1990). Applied to Gamification this could mean that a user should be in a state of
Flow to be fully immersed in an activity (Korn 2012).
4.3.2

Self Determination Theory

Self-Determination Theory is based on “the hypothesis that there is a set of universal psychological
needs that must be satisfied for effective functioning and psychological health” (Deci & Ryan 2008).
Fulfilment of these needs influences the overall well-being and also the extent to which motivation
becomes internalized. The core needs are defined as autonomy, relatedness, and competence (Deci &
Ryan 2000). Set in the context of games (and therefore transferable to Gamification), Ryan et al.
(2006) concluded that people are attracted to video games because they experience autonomy,
competence, and relatedness while playing. In this scenario autonomy refers to the freedom to choose
the game activity to perform and the way in which to perform the activity. Competence is defined as
being able to carry out effective actions in the game. Relatedness can be seen as connection to other
people through the game.
4.3.3

Self-Efficacy Theory

Bandura (1977) discovered that the adoption of a goal as well as the initiation of its pursuit, the
amount of effort expended, and the duration of its maintenance are based on the evaluation of the
extent to which the goal is easily achievable. Consequently the theory describes the personal belief of
one’s ability to succeed. Focusing on Gamification one can say that players will start the game if they
perceive it to be within their grasp to complete and win it.
4.3.4

Theory of Planned Behavior

The Theory of Planned Behavior emerged to a major framework for understanding, predicting, and
changing human social behavior. In the core it states that the voluntariness of carrying out a task is one
of the central antecedents for attitude formation and behavior. Furthermore the attitude toward
behavior, subjective norms, and perceived behavioral control, shape the behavioral intentions as well
as the behaviors of an individual (Ajzen 1991). For Gamification the Theory of Planned Behavior can
be of value as a source for social factors predicting attitudes and use behavior.
4.3.5

Uses and Gratifications Theory

Initially intended to provide a theoretical approach which defines the motivations to use traditional
mass media like newspapers, radio, and television (Ruggiero 2000) this theory is now also applied to
computer-mediated-communication (Richardson et al. 2010) and the internet (Papacharissi & Rubin
2000). In the context of Gamification the Use and Gratifications Theory is seen useful to explain the
motives for participation in online communities.

5

DISCUSSION

The objective of this paper was to provide a comprehensive overview of psychology theories, which
were directly mentioned in conjunction with the phenomenon of Gamification in IS. This was
accomplished by conducting a literature review in 42 top ranking IS journals as well as IS conferences
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and corresponding streams of IS. Providing an overview of psychology theories in Gamification closes
a gap of research and is of high relevance as psychology theories are seen as one of the central
building blocks to create successful Gamification and to understand its effectiveness.
Considering previous literature only the work of Hamari et al. (2014) could be identified. The authors
conducted a literature review on empirical studies to answer the question if Gamification works. The
work also provided an overview if the identified literature examined psychological and/or behavioral
outcomes. Though not directly comparable to the paper at hand Hamari et al. (2014) also provided
sources which deal with psychology in the context of Gamification.
Results showed that a plethora of various theories exist, mostly examining behavior in general or
intrinsic motivation. Consequently the identified articles applied theories which directly refer to the
overall goal of Gamification, namely to motivate desired user behavior. Articles applied their research
to various contexts ranging from health (Hamari & Koivisto 2013; Kamal et al. 2013) to work (Korn
2012; Teh et al. 2013), crowdsourcing (Massung et al. 2013), and purchasing (Shang & Lin 2013). It is
surprising that no paper could directly be referred to the marketing context. Even though marketing is
seen as the initial context for Gamification (Deterding et al. 2011). Furthermore it could be identified
that only few theories were employed in more than one of the articles. These were on the one hand
Theory of Flow (intrinsic motivation), Self Determination Theory (intrinsic motivation), and SelfEfficacy Theory (intrinsic motivation). All these theories deal with initial requirements that need to be
met for motivation and desired behavior to occur. Derived from this finding assumptions for
Gamification in general can be made. For instance an environment (e.g. at work) should be created
which gives the user the opportunity to meet these initial requirements. However one needs to consider
that these requirements are individual as every user has its own initial position (e.g. skills (Flow) or
competence (Self Determination Theory)). On the other hand Theory of Planned Behavior (behavior)
and Uses and Gratification Theory (motivation for participation) were named more than once. With a
total of 30 identified theories, consequently about 84 percent of theories were exclusively applied to
just one article. Therefore one might expect to see more new theories linked to Gamification for the
future. Gartner currently positions Gamification at the “Peak of Inflated Expectations” within their
2013 Hype Cycle. O’Leary (2008) stated that the position of a technology in the Hype Cycle can
indicate the kind of research questions possible to ask, the information available about a technology as
well as the research methods which can be applied at that certain stage. For the “Peak of Inflated
Expectations” this means that there is still limited information about the technology and how it should
be applied. Few (mostly prototypical) implementations are available but limited and most of the
research is case-based (O’Leary 2008). In the context of the research effort at hand the results might
be interpreted in the way that researchers are still searching for theories and best practice combinations
of theories that can be applied to Gamification. The plethora of unique findings confirms this
assumption.
This leads to future research directions. During the filtering process, the literature review revealed that
some psychology theories were applied to similar but not identical contexts like “serious games”. Due
to the fact that Deterding et al. (2011) was used as reference to decide if Gamification in their sense
occurred, these theories were not considered. However as these concepts all have their origin in games
(Deterding et al. 2011) future research could test their applicability also in the context of Gamification.
Furthermore with Gamification still being in its nascent state it would be interesting to see the
application of the employed psychology theories over time. For example considering the rise of best
practice or state of the art psychology theories for Gamification as well as the most fruitful
combination of theories. Next future research could also apply a taxonomy of the identified
psychology theories with the intention to provide a structured overview. One might think of a
taxonomy which maps the existing theories to the various branches in psychology. Afterwards
branches which contain a high number of theories that have already been applied to Gamification
might be reviewed for new and unused theories that could be of value. Another taxonomy might serve
as a reference repository for psychology theories which have already been used to evoke certain
behaviors. Next as Gamification is applied to a growing number of various contexts future research
should also address this issue by eventually broadening the scope of analyzed IS streams. For instance
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results showed that theories were frequently applied to a work context. Consequently streams that
incorporate organization science and management might be of high interest as well.
This paper has limitations. First the literature research focused on academic publications, even though
Gamification is also an industry driven phenomenon. Consequently the paper at hand might deliver a
limited view on the topic of Gamification and corresponding theories in psychology. Second applying
a stemming approach for the term Gamification could limit the view on this topic as there might be
other terms that refer to the same phenomenon.

6

CONCLUSION

Several contributions were made to the scientific community. First relevant IS literature was collected,
analyzed and filtered from 42 top ranking IS journals as well as IS conferences and IS streams from
2008 to 2013. Second all identified articles were scanned for their contribution of psychology theories
which were mentioned in direct relation to Gamification. All the results were first presented in an
author-centric approach to better illustrate interdependencies between theories and their application in
Gamification. Next a concept-centric approach showcased all identified psychology theories and the
articles discussing them. Most frequently used theories were presented in more detail. Therefore it is
believed that this paper provides a comprehensive and valuable reference of currently employed
psychology theories and accordingly closes an important gap of research. This paper can be employed
to improve already existing Gamification implementations with psychology theories or provide the
basis for new research activities in Gamification for both academia and praxis. Academics can build
on the provided results to further analyze and deepen the theoretical foundation of Gamification and
therefore to advance research. Professionals can employ the provided theories to better understand the
underlying motivational and behavioral factors when dealing Gamification.
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