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Abstract

The recent pandemic enforced a massive digitaliza-
tion in the working world and enabled the widespread
utilization of gamification in organizations. Still, gami-
fication in Human resource management (HRM) is
rarely integrated into the human resources (HR) strat-
egy and is often done on an operational level. We intend
to portray the conceptual evolution of gamification in
HRM. Through integrating the basic rationale of gami-
fication design, we systematically utilize three resulting
evolutionary gamification levels — structure, process,
and dynamic capability — to explain how gamification in
HR matures from a beginner level to a master level to
contribute to the leverage of strategic potentials in
HRM. At a meta-level, we will discuss the consequences
of gamified HRM in terms of professionalization, hy-
bridization, and captivation, finally concluding with a
radical gamification vision for HRM.

1. Introduction

The working world became more digital in recent
years due to the increase in automation and the enforced
digitalization through the pandemic and the mandatory
work from home restrictions. This technological leap
enables an organization to utilize gamification broader
and more extensively, especially as the whole work ex-
perience can be designed in a digital context. The vision
of a virtual organization is now feasible, and, subse-
quently, gamification could be a game-changer in the
way HRM can be utilized and designed.

Deterding [1] discusses the potential impact of
gamification in management as a choice between the ar-
chitectural design following a Taylorist understanding
or a humanistic approach enabling a positive and mean-
ingful experience for the employees. He thereby states
that this humanistic design may lead to a transformative
change in the organization. Interestingly, the paper does
not discuss the role of HRM in the implementation of
gamification in the organization. However, its core role
is to create a beneficial environment for the employees.
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Gamification in HRM is still under-researched. On this
specific topic Murawski [2] only found 45 papers.

It is undeniable that there is a lure to use gamifica-
tion in the working context. Be it the potential to moti-
vate, the fit towards the gamer culture, a new approach
on development, and, finally, the total control of the em-
ployee performance [3]. Furthermore, concepts like
playbour [4] also hint that not only work can be fun, but
a game can be work. Therefore, it is understandable to
propose a strong link between both worlds: gamification
and the working world. Moreover, we can observe that
gaming is increasingly workified in the context of e-
-sports [5]. Especially because the current pandemic is
triggering the disruption of the working world, gamifi-
cation may be a quick fix to solve the existing problems.
Still, research reveals that, even though the pandemic
may be temporary, the changes will have long-term eco-
nomic and social effects and, therefore, strategic impli-
cations [6]. HR will face the challenge to integrate struc-
tures and processes that proactively support the changes
of the future digitized working world [7]. Hence, it is
essential to reassess the traditional HR. For that purpose,
gamification can be a significant contribution to make
work in this digital world more meaningful or gameful
[8], and to bridge working and gaming to make sustain-
able use of strategic gamification systems.

Throughout this paper, we will systematically eval-
uate the strategic potential of gamification for HRM. To
do so, we will start with focusing on the current gamifi-
cation discourse and deconstruct the concept of gamifi-
cation. Thereby we identify the current limits in gamifi-
cation. Building on this, we will use the basic rationale
of gamification design to portray the conceptual evolu-
tion of gamification in HRM. Based on that, we will in-
troduce a maturity model of HR-gamification. We argue
that gamification needs to level up to unlock the strate-
gic potentials of gamification. Therefore, HR must
evolve from an operational beginner level (gamification
as a structure), throughout an apprentice level (gamifi-
cation as a process) towards a strategic master level
(gamification as a dynamic capability) of gamified HR.
The maturity model draws from the concept of dynamic
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capabilities [9, 10]. Having extended the resource-based
view of the company [11], research on dynamic capabil-
ities emerged over 15 years ago [12]. Teece et al. [13]
define dynamic capabilities as an organization’s ability
to use and reconfigure competencies to deal with envi-
ronmental changes. An updated definition reads: “Dy-
namic capabilities can be disaggregated into the capac-
ity (a) to sense and shape opportunities and threats, (b)
to seize opportunities, and (c) to maintain competitive-
ness through enhancing, combining, protecting, and,
when necessary, reconfiguring the business enterprise’s
intangible and tangible assets” [9, p. 1319]. With pro-
ceeding through each evolutionary level, the HR-gami-
fication matures to being dynamic capabilities of the or-
ganization, which fosters flexibility and strategic
change. Following that, we will depict the extent to
which the resulting gamification advancements in HRM
go beyond current gamification, leading to the profes-
sionalization as well as a lock-in. Finally, we propose a
vision for a radical gamification.

2. Deconstruction of gamification

2.1. Roots of gamification

The term gamification first started to become pop-
ular in 2010 [14]. Researchers have defined gamifica-
tion in various ways: “the process of game-thinking and
game mechanics to engage users and solve problems”
[15, p. 14] or “gamification refers to a process of en-
hancing a service with affordances for gameful experi-
ences in order to support users’ overall value creation”
[16, p. 19]. The most cited definition reads: “gamifica-
tion is the use of game design elements in non-game
contexts” [14, p. 1]. This raises the critical question of
what gives game design elements the unique beneficial
impact on the non-gaming context.

Therefore, the discourse starts with whether gami-
fication is the correct term for the change of a system
[17]. They criticize gamification as relatively narrow
and focusing on the one-sided implementation of game
elements, such as points, badges, leaderboards, and re-
wards [18]. The rationale is to reposition gamification
more towards “designing contexts as interventions, in-
formed by game design” [19]. This means that gamifi-
cation, as such, can be positioned on a spectrum between
intensity and impact. Gamification can either be rela-
tively operational and superficial or extensive and initi-
ate a type of strategic change. Within the latter category,
gamification can support to harness the strategic poten-
tials of an organization.

2.2. Gamification in human resources

However, for the purpose of this paper, it is essen-
tial to understand that gamification or the utilization of
game design elements is rooted in similar theories as to
HRM. Concepts of behaviorism, psychology, or system
design are prevalent in both academic fields. Nonethe-
less, the environment and the tools available are, or
more precisely, used to be different. On the one hand,
video games — the main inspiration for gamification [20]
— are rooted in the digital world, and the working world
serves as an analogy. On the other hand, video games
are designed for fun, whereas the working world aims
for productivity. This has changed in recent years. Work
has become increasingly digital, and the notion that
work should and is, to a certain extent, supposed to be
fun has gained traction. Consequently, gamification can
serve as inspiration for this transformation [1].

In her literature review, Murawski [2] analyzed 45
papers on the topic of gamification and derived four
fields of application: (1) motivation, engagement, and
performance, (2) training and development, (3) recruit-
ing and talent management, and (4) knowledge manage-
ment. Current research is neglecting the long-term ef-
fects and the ethical implications of gamification in the
work context. As observed in newer studies on gamifi-
cation in the HR context, this gap in research is still not
addressed. One paper focused on employer branding by
utilizing serious games [21], which raises the com-
pany’s cultural fit in the game and reality. In a similar
direction goes the paper by Simons et al. [22] concern-
ing the link between gamers and managers. They re-
searched Civilization players and identified that good
players were better in problem-solving and planning
than worse players. This is not gamification of HR but
instead expanding recruiting to include game experi-
ence. Another paper highlights the impact of gamifica-
tion on job satisfaction [23], which mainly used opera-
tional game design elements like leaderboards or
badges; however, it is unclear if the authors included a
potential crowding-out effect in the analysis. It becomes
evident that the gamification of HRM still focuses on an
operational level rather than on a strategic level. It is un-
derstandable, as utilizing it that way, gamification is a
quick fix. Still, this approach limits the potential of
HRM and may be even harmful in the long run.

2.3 Integrating the basic rationale of gamifica-
tion design in HR

As explained within the previous section, research and
practice of gamification are taking place on a relatively
superficial level, therefore, the current use of gamifica-
tion has not yet fully exhausted its potential. Beyond
this, while bringing a short-term benefit, in the long run,
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the gamification system could exert a harmful influence
on individual employees, corporate functions such as
HRM, and on the organization. We propose that the pro-
cess of designing a gamification system affects the very
core of HRM. Combining the knowledge of game de-
sign with that of HRM will create mutual benefits.

It is, therefore, necessary to systematically reevalu-
ate the use of gamification for HRM. In the following,
we will do this by building on the rationale of gamifica-
tion design, meaning that we use the ‘level’-principle of
games to mature HR-gamification from operational to
strategic. This logic is represented within our maturity
model in figure 1. We will explicate the conceptual lev-
els on a step-by-step basis with a long-term perspective
aiming for an extensive and holistic gamification appli-
cation. We argue that while developing gamification
from operational to strategic, the organization matures
from a beginner-level of gamification as structures, over
the apprentice-level by integrating it as processes, to-
wards the master-level of using gamification as a dy-
namic capability. The last step is associated with the po-
tential of HR to implement a strategic HR-gamification.
While HR evolves from the bottom to the top, the gam-
ification matures towards mastery, where full potentials
of gamification can be used within HR.

Maturity of HRM-gamification

Strategic gamification

Long-term L
& extensive and holistic

Master Dynamic capability

?

Apprentice Process ‘

?

Beginner Structure

Conceptual levels

Operational gamification

Short-term .
superficial

Figure 1: Maturity model of HRM-gamification

With the integration of the basic rationale of gami-
fication, we bridge the gap between the working and the
gaming world, and especially merge the phenomenon of
gamification with a strategic management research
stream. In terms of the dynamic capabilities’ analogy,
there exists no market for dynamic capabilities, there-
fore, they cannot be bought, they can only be developed
internally [13]. The maturity model of the evolution of
the HR-gamification therefore represents the internal
development of a sustainable dynamic capability, which
first, builds on organizational structures, second devel-
ops itself through the interaction of processes, and third
matures to being a dynamic capability of sensing, seiz-
ing, and reconfiguring [9]. In terms of the video game
analogy, such a progressive development could be com-
pared to the learning process in a massive multiplayer

online game (e. g. World of Warcraft), in which the
player learns the environment (structure), then the skills
(processes), and is finally able to utilize all of that effi-
ciently (dynamic capability). It also implies that any
gamification system is a dynamic construct that adapts
and changes over time. There is no end to the gamifica-
tion system, as it merges with the HR structure and pro-
cesses of the organization. As can be seen, with every
evolutionary level of gamification, the HRM system be-
comes more transparent, more individualized, and more
strategically agile.

Thereby, the model combines the gamification con-
cept as well as the cycle of dynamic capabilities. Fur-
thermore, this applies as well to the four fields of appli-
cation by Murawski [2]. (2) and (3) are components of
the structure, (1) is linked to processes that facilitate mo-
tivation, and (4) can be associated with dynamic capa-
bilities [24]. Therefore, we will use structure, processes,
and dynamic capabilities as evolving levels for a gami-
fied HR to progress from an operational to a strategic
level. With this, we shift the research of HR-gamifica-
tion from a short-term based (operational) level to a
long-term based (strategic) level.

3. Leveling HRM up — Using strategic po-
tentials

3.1 Beginner: Operational gamification as a
structure

The first conceptual level of gamified HR is the be-
ginner level of gamification: the implementation of
structural game elements in a non-game environment. It
is also the first step for any organization as the people
get introduced to gamification, like a tutorial. These
structural elements can be points, leaderboards, achieve-
ments, levels, clear goals, or rewards [25]. It is also pos-
sible to imagine new hierarchical positions such as a
“referee” (to be translated as a governance board) or a
“contender” (to be translated as an innovation instiga-
tor). The adopting system receives new system elements
that are to be integrated into the existing organizational
and especially HR structures.

Those gaming elements are still primarily opera-
tional and imposed onto existing systems. They may im-
prove systems operationally but may also prove harmful
in the long run if they either paralyze or overload the
system. This short-sighted use of gamification has led to
several negatively connoted terms, such as the “elec-
tronic whip” [19], “zombification” [26], or “Taylorism
2.0” [27]. The resulting type of system is highly rooted
in behaviorism and reveals the potential of manipula-
tion. The employee receives recognition for a particular
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behavior that top-management deems acceptable. Struc-
turing organizations in this way is comparable to social
engineering [28]. Through the structural institutionali-
zation of a top-down perspective, people are nudged
[29] into a distinct direction. The effect is reinforced, as
this behavior benefits their career in the organization.
Anticipatory obedience [30] turns this prediction into a
self-fulfilling prophecy [31] or even a self-preventing
one [32].

Nevertheless, gamification, even on this relatively
simplistic level is bound to impact the organizational
structure substantially. Such a reward system, combined
with instant feedback, influences, and transforms the en-
tire workflow in an organization. Additionally, this may
improve the goal setting, transparency, and the velocity
of feedback but may disrupt production and organiza-
tional culture. The effect of gamification cannot be re-
stricted to just one isolated organizational segment.
Gamification as a structure needs to be considered from
a holistic long-term perspective to serve as a foundation
for strategic change. Based on that, HR can mature on
the path towards mastery.

With the aim of strategically gamifying HRM in a
structural term, an adequate infrastructure needs to be
implemented. Elements such as scoring points, leader-
boards, achievements, levels, reward systems, and
player roles can be integrated into HR tasks, for exam-
ple, training and development or performance evalua-
tion. It is, therefore, essential to define the fit between
these game-like structures and the corporate HR struc-
tures. Therefore, the organization cannot utilize a stand-
ardized gamification system; it is required to analyze the
existing HR structure and strategically discuss the adap-
tation of the gamification elements to the prevailing in-
frastructure. For this reason, the current organizational
signature is just as crucial as the HR-related contextual-
ization of the gaming elements [33]. Especially in terms
of employee acceptance [34], an organizational contex-
tualization is of utmost importance. Furthermore, the
employee-gamification-fit needs to be assessed prior to
implementing a gamification system. Without this fit,
gamification systems would only work superficially and
interfere with HR, the workforce, and the organization
in a detrimental way. Consequently, the ongoing attun-
ement of this fit is essential for the successful implemen-
tation of gamification.

Another desirable potential is the real-time feed-
back [35] provided by a gamification system. It seems
reasonable to assume that such synchronicity depends
on the input given into the system. Real-time feedback
in a game requires intensive work during the design pro-
cess: the developer anticipates the user’s behavior and
implements the appropriate feedback loop. Therefore,
the game needs to have a wide range of potential re-
sponses to the user’s actions at its disposal. The same is

the case for the gamification system in an organization.
The internal environment, however, is unique for every
organization. Therefore, the task of HR is to identify and
anticipate the potential feedback loops and “patch” the
system when the organization evolves and changes.
Consequently, as the organization changes, the gamifi-
cation system needs to change as well especially as the
employee is trained, from a behavioral perspective, to
respond to the feedback. If the system is not constantly
updated and adopted, a diminishing return of creativity
and innovational drive in the behavior of the employees
may become observable. Without changing the feed-
back loops, the employees would rely on the existing
rules. They would not see any motivation to work out-
side of the boundaries of the gamification system and
the associated real-time feedback. This task cannot be
automated through machine learning, algorithms, or big
data; however, one essential goal is to motivate employ-
ees to be creative, innovative, and think outside the box.

Current developments and the overall trend of data-
fication [36] play into the hands of HR, especially with
the enforced digitization due to COVID-19. The degree
to which today’s employees can be surveyed already
measures up to the information that video game devel-
opers collect on their players. The strategic potential to
be lifted lies within a transparent usage [37]. Transpar-
ency in HRM means that, on the one hand, HR can gain
more information about employees since they are stim-
ulated (or even forced) by gamification to reveal more
information about themselves. On the other hand, em-
ployees gain more information about their corporate
data since the overall results of HR activities will like-
wise be open to being scored and challenged. Transpar-
ency, therefore, is not one-directional, and the gamifica-
tion system can enable employees to analyze the availa-
ble information as well. At this initial point, essential
structures, basic principles, and simple rules are being
implemented and become usable. A fit between HR and
the gamification system and a gradual convergence of
both structures are essential, as this will shape the gen-
eral tone of a gamified HR.

3.2 Apprentice: Gamification as a process

The second conceptual level of gamified HR is the
apprentice level. It comprises the application of gamifi-
cation to business processes (e. g. managerial and organ-
izational processes). Within this intermediate level,
gamification is actively integrated into the value crea-
tion of HR. Gamification becomes a process feature in
the organization and people are actively using the gam-
ification elements in their work processes daily.

Considering the things that have inspired gamifica-
tion, i.e., game design and, more particularly, video
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game design, reveals the fact that game development re-
quires a high amount of creativity [38]. Aspects such as
customization [39], advancement, competition, team-
work, and discovery motivate players in such a way that
they stay committed [40] and see progress or growth.
Gamification in HR may also utilize the lessons learned
from video game design to keep players motivated.

Modern video games are especially suitable from
the process perspective because they are designed to
keep the player involved. Modern video games that have
a long-term orientation (e.g., World of Warcraft) feature
a process-centered design as they are games as a service.
Although a video game is finite, the video game devel-
opers try to transform their game into something infi-
nite, focusing on the ongoing process. Most gamifica-
tion systems, however, are primarily player-centered
[41] or user-centered [42] and lead to a natural ending
[43] by finishing the predefined story for the player. The
gamification system is finite, but everything beyond this
system is neglected [44]. Consequently, the gamifica-
tion system contains a point at which the employee will
ask: What comes next? The gamification system may
boost short-term motivation; in the long run, however,
this system will harm commitment [40]. Consequently,
gamification in the work context should never end.

The design of the learning curve [45] decides on the
success of such a “never-ending” gamification system.
In massive multiplayer online games, it is of utmost im-
portance that the players stay in the game for an ex-
tended period, and the game should neither be too easy
nor too difficult. In general, the goal of the learning
curve is to “keep raising the bar” [46]. Some games,
however, have trouble balancing the difficulty levels.
This can lead to frustration and cause players to lose in-
terest in the game. Gamification is currently neglecting
the strategic potentials by focusing on closed short-term
gamification processes. In particular, to ignore the ques-
tion regarding the ending is harmful for any organiza-
tion. What happens, for example, once someone has
reached the end of the learning curve? Or, equally harm-
ful, if an employee loses his or her commitment to the
organization? Gamification will substitute existing pro-
cesses in the organization, to which employees have to
adjust. But gamification has a natural blind spot con-
cerning the borders of the system’s design [44].

In order to gamify HR on the apprentice level in
terms of a process, the focus lies on the engagement of
the employees. It is vital to engage every employee at
an individual level and to make their needs a priority.
Gamification can assist HRM in meeting the demands
of a customized service provision, for example, by de-
signing individualized learning paths that remain de-
manding and stimulating. Individual “statistics” serve to
support personal development, and character screens

provide relevant information about individual key per-
formance indicators, learning progress, skill profiles,
and career potentials. The gamification system conveys
a sense of mastery [44], a factor that has a substantial
impact on motivation and is not purely extrinsic. How-
ever, it is also essential for employees to understand the
relevance and progress for themselves. The task of
HRM is to make the employee part of the narration of
their career and link milestones to their professional
achievements. Any employee can exhibit the impact on
the organization and, at the same time, the progress of
its own career path. Nevertheless, it is essential for these
paths to co-align to a certain degree. Any imbalance
could create a harmful situation. The employee could
feel exploited or feel like a freeloader.

In video games, it is normal for players to tinker
with [47] and alter their game [48]. Consequently, user
interfaces can be instrumentalized for gamification sys-
tems [49], for example, to facilitate flow experience
[50]. Interfaces can be retrofitted towards the needs of a
gamification system, and the structural basis must be
implemented. This may be comparable to a sandbox
game [51]. The current digitization also revealed early
concepts of this in terms of Slack, Discord, or Teams. It
is highly probable that, similar to the players of a video
game, employees in businesses have the same interest in
customizing their user interfaces and adding relevant
add-ons.

The above-described potentials of gamification as a
process underline two important aspects. First, the inte-
gration of gamification within HR processes helps em-
ployees to view organizational processes more like open
systems which exceed the traditional short-term view.
This leverages inter-functional and inter-organizational
relationships and perspectives. Second, processes are
the connecting elements of the value creation of organi-
zations. Therefore, if HR wants to draw from the poten-
tials of gamification, they need to invest in holistic gam-
ification processes before they can level up to the next
evolutionary step of gamified HR. Processes are the nec-
essary criterion for strategic gamification as a dynamic
capability.

3.3 Master: Strategic gamification as a dy-
namic capability

The third conceptual level of gamified HR defines
gamification as a dynamic capability. To survive in fast-
moving markets, organizations need to invest in the de-
velopment of their dynamic capabilities. Practical or-
ganizational anchors are presented by three dimensions:
processes, positions, and paths [13]. Due to previously
introducing gamification as a process, it can be depicted
as a dynamic capability. This is additionally supported
by connecting gamification with the characteristics of

Page 6998



processes in terms of dynamic capabilities: (i) processes
have a static role concerned with internal and external
coordination and integration of obtainable resources (e.
g. gamification is used for the recruiting-process to ‘in-
tegrate’ new talents into the organization); (ii) processes
have dynamic roles like learning (e. g. gamification is
used for people development in organizations); (iii) pro-
cesses have transformational roles (e. g. with gamified
development systems, employees are trained for the
alertness to sense discontinuities and to reconfigure the
organization).

This definition can be linked to gamification, espe-
cially as one of the goals of gamification is to foster flex-
ibility [52]. From this perspective, gamification can be
understood as a specific dynamic capability of compa-
nies which fosters HR to level up to the master level of
gamification. It helps companies to flexibly adapt to
changing competitive situations and improve the strat-
egy—structure—process—environment-fit by integrating,
building, and reconfiguring resources for its market re-
sponsiveness process. Gamification systems contribute
to the dynamic resource configuration of an organiza-
tion. However, a gamification system is still designed as
a static program [44] embedded in a strict context. Such
gamification systems represent a source of irritation,
and the top-down approach will lead to resistance [19].

This includes the idea that gamification can be
harmful as long as it acts as a static brake [53]. Prevalent
in the context of gamification is the usage of dashboards
that track customers’ progress or, in this case, employ-
ees. Employees can customize their profile, collect re-
wards, and gain experience. This may seem quite dy-
namic at first glance. However, the underlying system is
static and will slow down the organization and make it
less dynamic. When implementing a static and superfi-
cial gamification system within HR, it will — and can —
not be used as a dynamic capability. A dynamic capabil-
ity requires individuality and long-term commitment.
Therefore, gamification as a dynamic capability is the
master level of gamified HR which is put on a same
level as strategic HR-gamification. If HR is able to inte-
grate a holistic gamification system, they reached the
top of the maturity model.

For HR to actively design dynamic gamification
programs, they can introduce new types of competition
among employees and working teams. This would result
in a completely new regime of resource allocation, fol-
lowing the competitive idea of gaming. Gamification
enforces a market-oriented type of coordination of joint
value creation [54], designing HR-related electronic
markets where the “games” of information, innovation,
motivation, employee development, or resource equip-
ment take place [55]. Like video games, all these ele-
ments can be handled within an internal market system

of that kind. The transfer prices needed for the coordi-
nation can be company-specific currencies, such as
overall scores, money, but also the awareness of col-
leagues as “an excellent player” in terms of “dragon kill
points” [56], to be translated to “task accomplishment
points.” Video games generally contain an internal mar-
ket, and by maintaining this market, video game design-
ers control their world and enable players to participate
in such virtual worlds [57]. The task for HR lies within
setting up, regulating, and influencing internal gamified
markets [58]. Intervention becomes necessary to retain
fairness for both the employees and employers.

Going yet another step further, exploration and ex-
ploitation of innovative ideas is crucial in both HRM
and games (and is at the heart of what the dynamic ca-
pabilities of a firm are supposed to support [59]). Gam-
ification allows to refine the ambidexterity concept of
exploration versus exploitation [60]. In games, players
are challenged to explore new worlds and new ways. A
gamified HR function could utilize the concept of
“gameful work” [61]. HR could benefit from gamifica-
tion by broadening its cognitive base through a gameful
creation of HR innovations. Employees are encouraged
to explore and exploit, resulting in the feeling of making
a contribution. This is similar to the idea of co-entrepre-
neurship [62] or intrapreneurship [63], which subse-
quently leads to a sense of co-destiny [64]. They are mo-
tivated to playfully co-design and contribute to a play-
ful/gameful organization. In video games, and particu-
larly in virtual worlds, players become the co-authors
and co-creators of those worlds [48]. Interestingly, the
players know they do not hold any copyrights. Despite
that, they actively contribute towards these worlds and
gain a certain satisfaction in seeing their ideas come to
life in “their” world [48]. Players are also comparable to
employees, as they contribute to the organization de-
spite, in most cases, not owning any shares in their or-
ganization. Nevertheless, appealing to and intensifying
their commitment leads to joint value creation and mo-
tivates employees to demonstrate organizational citizen-
ship behavior [65] and voluntarily invest time and en-
ergy into the gameful organization.

The dynamic capabilities illustrated above enhance
HRM from the perspective of quality of processes and
possess the ability to increase the potential of strategic
agility. This short-term flexibility plus long-term strate-
gic sustainability, called strategic agility [66], is ur-
gently needed in more dynamic environments [67]. The
viability of modern companies is linked to their capabil-
ity to bridge the paradoxical demands of being flexible
and sustainable at the same time. This urges HR to in-
vest in learning gamification [68], thus developing a
sense of dynamization. Gamification is a long-term pro-
ject that will cause tremendous changes. The pivotal as-
pect is knowledge about gamification, both in HR and
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among employees. Hiring a gamification designer [69]
will be a starting point. However, a gamification design
should be understood as a collaborative process, and the
HR department should take the lead. In addition to this,
all employees are required to increase their gamification
expertise. The system is too strongly intertwined with
the general HR system. Their relationship has evolved
into a symbiotic interdependency. It is now essential for
the organization’s survival to sustain the system of gam-
ification.

4. Implications

4.1. Emerging HR professionalization

This process of gamification in HR leads to signif-
icant changes and an intensive reevaluation of the exist-
ing system as well as transformation of the organization.
Thereby, gamification catalyzes professionalization
[70]: Designing HR structures and processes according
to the principles of gamification forces HR experts to
anticipate and overcome barriers, which can be consid-
ered as “professionalization through the back door.”

Furthermore, by understanding gamification as an
instrument for lifting strategic potentials, HR can build
an integrated gamification system that will adapt to new
needs and challenges. HR can automatize most opera-
tional tasks and can also be elevated in its strategic po-
tential. Building on this, as gamification matures to-
wards a dynamic capability, HR can contribute to the
overall organizational flexibilization and professionali-
zation. By freeing up time and space, HR transforms
into a visionary enabler.

4.2. Gamification lock-in as captivation

However, besides this professionalization, imple-
menting gamification, also, constitutes a long-term
commitment for an organization. The gamification sys-
tem reaches a path-dependent lock-in stage [71], where
the organization is now beyond the point of no return.
The reason for this is that a gamified HR cannot be eas-
ily removed or replaced. Organizations that start using
gamification experience some irreversible transition
symptoms. Crowding-out effects [72] will occur, which,
especially in terms of motivation, have long-term con-
sequences. Even though people may be intrinsically mo-
tivated, their motivation will be replaced by the extrinsic
motivation of leaderboards and other gamification ele-
ments. Removing the gamification system will lead to
less motivated employees. Gamification is, therefore, a
strategic commitment of the organization.

This likewise puts employees in a situation compa-
rable to a lock-in. An organization invests in a gamifi-
cation system. Following the motto “keep raising the
bar” [46], employees are always aware of the next step,
motivating them in a behavioristic way. This phenome-
non mimics the metaphorical carrot on the stick, which
is quite popular in game design. People invest consider-
able time in the system and are always motivated or
nudged to invest even more in the game. Reaching one
milestone will lead to another. This may feel like a trap,
however. The employees invest their career in a partic-
ular organization; exiting their organization will take a
heavy toll as they lose their investment in their career
path. Consequently, employees are committed to the or-
ganization, but only out of continuance and for norma-
tive reasons rather than out of affection.

5. Moving beyond: A radical gamification
vision for HRM

After promising the potential of the evolution of a
strategic HR-gamification, if it organically matures to-
wards being a dynamic capability, there occurs an intri-
guing question: What would an ultimately holistically-
designed, gamified HR, in the terms of a dynamic capa-
bility, look like? Contrary to the prevalent type of oper-
ational and superficial gamification in HR, a radically
visionary gamification solution for HRM with intensive
planning, proper design, maturity, and careful coordina-
tion could avoid “gamification is bullshit” critics [73]
and the reproach of engaging in pure “gamewashing” (in
analogy to “greenwashing”).

The precondition is the substantial preparation of
the initial gamification infrastructure within the organi-
zation. This consists of a set of initial rules, essential
tools, and interfaces among the employees. Contrary to
games where the environment can be designed, the en-
vironmental influences can only be steered to a certain
extent and are random in real life. HRM is perceived as
a designed game — and the game designer does not usu-
ally appear in an active role.

Throughout gamified HR, the crucial aspect will be
the game experience of the employee (who may work
everywhere in the organization, not necessarily in HRM
itself). As a game, an employee joining the organization
will not know much about the organization, the HR, and
his role in co-developing people issues. This is the
“spawn point” for an exciting experience journey: The
employee starts in a new environment, finds potential
options for action, is exposed to all possible risks, and
observes all the changes. It is essential that the employee
discovers and conquers this new world according to the
principle “learn the first steps and understand the game
mechanics at a fundamental level.” For example, first
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HR tasks can be met, such as negotiating targets and sal-
ary agreements with superiors.

The learning curve will constantly rise if the gami-
fied HR is well designed initially, following the maturity
model, while progressively challenging the employee.
New tasks, as well as new tools, emerge throughout the
individual development as the employee starts to define
their HRM-related aspirations, for example on training
efforts, learns new skills such as judging colleagues as
part of peer reviews, and checks out new ways to inter-
act within the organization, for example, in informal
networks. The employee collects competencies and ca-
pabilities to survive within the organization.

Over time, this leads to a more differentiated under-
standing of the employee’s role within the organization.
The employee extrapolates the hidden rules, learning the
competitive as well as cooperative regularities. The per-
spective broadens from the individual to a team-wide fo-
cus. The employee realizes that it is essential to cooper-
ate. Teams consist of various experts in different areas.
They succeed in the team and further increase individual
success by using synergies and opening organizational
success. It is reasonable that these teams can resolve
even more challenging tasks and gain new knowledge
through time. For example, the selection of an expert
team can be made based on acquired skills and individ-
ual expert scores earned by the previous team contribu-
tion peer review results. This calls for transparent devel-
opment histories on different criteria, accessible to the
other employees in the organization. The next level
would constitute the cooperative selection (or election)
of team leaders and even managers in the organization,
the collaborative decision on bonus systems, or the col-
lective distribution of accountability roles.

Finally, the employee will change the game along-
side this experience journey, inventing new stories. This
way, the employee becomes an HR gamification de-
signer, setting up new infrastructures for the gamified
HR: new modes of interaction, new HR-related metrics,
and new ways of cooperating in HR issues across the
organizational boundaries, even finding new outside
players and inviting them to the game. Teams will
evolve as temporary teams (pick-up groups) or long-
term teams (guilds). HRM stays open world and open
end.

6. Conclusion

This new form of radically gamified HRM exploits
the potential of understanding an organization in a mod-
ern way. The company no longer 4as an HRM — it is an
HRM. Every employee and manager are seen as indi-
viduals at a granular level while still being an integral
part of shaping the people’s development and fate in the
organization. They directly influence their incentives,

create individual learning paths, and experience individ-
ualized real-time feedback based on the retrospective
personal achievement history. They are linked with
long-term predictive simulations of potential future di-
rections. The radically gamified HRM compels the ac-
tors to participate while being exposed to the market
forces. This demands great expertise, professionalism,
and intrapreneurial spirit. Still, overall continuity is a
crucial cornerstone of this system, as it moves from an
endgame towards a story or episodic approach. There is
no finish, and everybody participates in the ongoing sto-
rytelling. Finally, the governance for company-wide HR
will be spread throughout the organization.

In a system of this kind, employees, and managers
sense opportunities to shape the gamified HR system,
autonomously seize the opportunities by exploiting it,
and proactively reconfigure it to infuse it with life. The
HR department is left to act in the background, super-
vising the organization’s people-related engine. Stenros
[74] would refer to this as second-order design, which is
backed by Salen and Zimmerman: “As a game designer,
you can never directly design play. You can only design
the rules that give rise to it” [75, p. 168]. Leveraging
transparency, individualization, and strategic agility
will benefit employees and the organization — mutually
making playful dynamics work.
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