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INTRODUCTION



A WAREHOUSE WORKER PICKS A BOOK FROM A TRAY AND HER VIRTUAL dragon speeds up on a screen beside her. If she works faster and longer than her colleagues, she’ll win the race and get an award. It’s a distraction from the tedium, but it’s hardly fun.


Not far away, an exhausted Uber driver is about to sign off when a new Quest pops up on his app: if he completes another three trips, he’ll get a six-dollar bonus. He’s barely making enough to cover the payments on his car, so he sighs—and accepts.


At home, his partner obsessively “researches” the dangerous QAnon conspiracy theory on obscure forums, videos, and blogs. It’s not as relaxing as watching TV, but uncovering clues and drawing connections makes him feel like he’s playing an exclusive game.


Next door, a retiree buys a subscription to a brain training game. It tells her that if she plays its “scientific” minigames every day, she’ll get smarter and avoid dementia. The game doesn’t tell her that going for a walk outside would be just as helpful.
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I’ve spent the last decade making one of the most popular gamified apps in the world, so you’d expect me to be the first person to spread the gospel of gamification. Yet today, nothing makes me more worried.


Gamification should be a delight. We all choose to play video games and board games and jigsaw puzzles and sports in our spare time. Who wouldn’t want to use ideas from game design to make difficult or dull activities more fun—to gamify them? That’s what led me to cocreate Zombies, Run!, a game that’s turned running into an adventure for over ten million players. It’s why I admire Rock Band, Kerbal Space Program, and Pokémon GO for making it enjoyable to learn the guitar, understand orbital mechanics, and walk more every day.


But these apps and games aren’t the gamification we’re most likely to encounter in our lives. Our phones and watches now come with built-in missions and achievements for hitting ever-increasing fitness and productivity goals. In the classroom, teachers reward and punish children with behavioural management apps, doling out points at the tap of a button. Everyone from Uber drivers and call centre agents to programmers and investment bankers is having their work subjected to gamification, the latest friendly face on labour practices that exploit millions. And with gamification spreading to social networks, trading apps, credit scores, conspiracy theories, and social credit systems, our world feels increasingly like a game we can’t stop playing, where the stakes are so high, failure isn’t met with a cheery “try again” but the loss of your livelihood—and worse.


It’s bad enough that gamification has become the twenty-first century’s most advanced form of behavioural control, but there’s even worse news: it’s also deadly boring. It turns out that wrapping a veneer of missions and points and challenges around the job of a warehouse worker doesn’t change its crushing repetitiveness, though Amazon continues to try.


Over the years, I’ve found little evidence that most gamification actually works or anyone finds it fun, and so I assumed that it would eventually be abandoned or rejected. But since its beginnings in the early 2000s, when apps like Foursquare, Nike, and Strava introduced badges and levels to encourage people to exercise more and share their favourite shops and restaurants, gamification has only grown and grown. Practically anything that can be monitored and recorded has been gamified, and as technology has become cheaper, smaller, and ever more powerful, colonising our homes, our workplaces, and even our bodies, so too have the opportunities for gamification expanded to occupy every part of our lives.


Sometimes gamification really is fun: you can only smile at a game like Chore Wars that turns vacuuming the carpet and washing the dishes into quests for your family. More often, gamification is used to manipulate and control, whether that’s unscientific brain training games promising to make you smarter, or propaganda games spreading dangerous misinformation online, or video games tricking players into spending thousands of dollars on in-game items they can’t afford. For these games, helping you is far down their list of priorities.


That’s why I’m writing this book. With today’s gamification, you’re no longer the player—you’re being played.
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I became a game designer by an unusual route. Like all my friends, I loved playing video games growing up in the 1980s and ’90s, and secretly hoped I might one day make games for a living. When it came to deciding what to study at university, however, I took what I thought was a more sensible option: experimental psychology and neuroscience at Cambridge University. I found my studies fascinating, but video games never lost their attraction. Whenever I wasn’t writing code to analyse brain activity or researching synaesthesia, I wrote about something even more fascinating to me: the burgeoning genre of alternate reality games (ARGs) which combined the real world and the internet.


Not long after I began a PhD in neuroscience at Oxford University, I left to become Director of Play for one of the world’s biggest ARGs, Perplex City. A few years later, I cofounded Six to Start in 2007 with my brother Dan Hon, where I designed games for the BBC, Penguin Books, Walt Disney Imagineering, the British Museum, Microsoft, and Death Cab for Cutie.


Six to Start has a long background in making “serious games” that attempt to not only entertain but to educate and edify, games that have won plenty of awards including Best of Show and Best Game at South by Southwest. However, we’re most widely known for our gamification of running in Zombies, Run!, a smartphone game which launched in 2012. Featured by Apple and Google, and played by over ten million people, the enormous success of Zombies, Run! led to a whole series of fitness games including The Walk and Superhero Workout, many of which were cocreated with the award-winning novelist Naomi Alderman. Most recently, we’ve worked with the NHS and researchers at University College London (UCL) on the gamification of fitness in the real world and in virtual reality.


I’ve spent the past two decades on two related tasks: understanding how humans think and making games that try to improve our lives. My games are routinely showcased as being the best examples of gamification in the world, so be assured: this book isn’t by an outsider who doesn’t understand technology and thinks video games are the devil’s work. Nor is it by someone who believes technology and video games will save humanity. It’s by someone who wants to explain what gamification really is, what it could be at its best, and how it’s being used to manipulate us against our will.
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It’s tempting to classify everything with points and pixels as gamification, especially with video games ascendent in popular culture. I share the definition used by most designers and critics, where gamification means the use of game design principles for nongame purposes. Those principles include some concepts that long predate video games and board games, like points, badges, challenges, levels, and leaderboards, along with concepts that are much newer, like “compulsion loops” and AI-driven non-player characters (NPCs). As for those nongame purposes, pick any human need or endeavour you can imagine—education, health, science, politics, companionship, terror, and of course, material gain.


This means there’s no bright line for what counts as gamification—it’s more of a family resemblance, encompassing everything from SimCity and Peloton to frequent-flyer programmes and Chinese social credit systems. It also means that one can find examples of gamification going back decades and even centuries, long before the term gained wide usage in the first decade of the 2000s. This book covers some of those older examples, but for the purposes of brevity, it is not an exhaustive record of all of gamification or its history.


Instead, I explore these historical antecedents as a way of understanding today’s gamification and how it might evolve. In Chapter One, I begin by tracing out the technological and social factors that led to the rise of gamification in the twenty-first century. The spread of the internet and the adoption of easy-to-use, real-time Web 2.0 technologies made it easy to add generic game-like features to apps and websites to boost engagement (i.e., users spending more time viewing websites and contributing valuable information for free). The simultaneous rise of gaming culture and technological optimism in the early 2010s led to the belief that video games, once a maligned hobby, were in fact an unalloyed good. A wave of utopian gamification followed, seeking to cure the world’s ills by channeling the seemingly limitless energy and creativity of gamers toward humanitarian goals. While these promises remain unfulfilled, the charismatic aura of empowerment and positive change they bestowed on gamification still exists to this day.


That aura shines brightly on the consumer and lifestyle gamification that I examine in Chapter Two. Gamification tells us that everything we find difficult or boring can be made easy, whether that’s learning the piano, recording our expenses, studying for exams, or getting fit. As long as it can be measured, it can be gamified and improved—and with smartphones always by our sides, bursting with sensors, so much can be measured. Lifestyle gamification’s grandiose promises are rarely backed up by the scientific evidence it claims, but is it any wonder that we feel pressured into playing when capitalism tells us we must improve or perish?


Gamification in the workplace takes this logic of constant improvement to its inevitable conclusion, with millions of workers coerced into playing games that measure their every action. Chapter Three shows how gamification has amplified the exhausting, technologically driven micromanagement of taxi and truck drivers, programmers, warehouse workers, and call centre agents that began with Taylorism over a century ago. Workplace gamification may not make our jobs any more fun—it may not even make us more productive—but it succeeds in making workers feel their failure to match ever-increasing targets is their own fault, not their employer’s. And as more of the economy is digitised and networked, not even those in the highest-paid jobs will escape gamification.


While many employers aren’t motivated to make their employees’ jobs more enjoyable, there’s nothing inevitable about gamification making players miserable. In Chapter Four, I demonstrate how to effectively gamify activities in two case studies: an imaginary game about mopping and a very real game about running away from zombies. Neither relies on the generic points and badges used in most gamification, which is also true of the other success stories I explore from the worlds of journalism and online conferences.


I tackle a strange conundrum in Chapter Five: the gamification of games. As video games have come to dominate the entertainment industry, companies are refining and repurposing game design concepts like achievements, trading cards, and “loot boxes” in order to maximise engagement and profit, even at the cost of enjoyment. When combined with games’ inherent interactivity and immersiveness, the result can be financially and psychologically devastating. Yet fun and profit and respect for players’ time don’t have to be mutually exclusive, as Nintendo has demonstrated with its long-standing resistance to gamification.


We have a chance of avoiding bad gamification at home and in the workplace, but there’s no escaping it when it’s deployed by governments, militaries, and financial institutions. Chapter Six addresses gamification in its most authoritarian forms, including China’s experiments with gamified social credit systems that aim to control citizens’ behaviour through rewards and punishments. Our fascination with China, however, risks distracting attention from problems closer to home. With gamification endemic in electioneering, wargames, propaganda, schools, and universities in the US and UK, even the richest democracies have proven vulnerable to its temptations.


It’s also in democracies that conspiracy theories like QAnon have spread so widely and caused so much damage. In Chapter Seven, I argue that modern conspiracy theories are best compared to ARGs in how they blur the boundaries between the internet and the real world. Born online, ARGs are real-time, participatory, highly social, and disturbingly fun—so if we’re to have any chance at combatting the gamification of misinformation and conspiracy theories, it can only be by restoring trust in institutions, and using lessons from game design to make civic participation more meaningful and accessible.


ARGs were once a novelty, but they don’t seem as strange today given so much of our world already feels like a game. Chapter Eight explores how financial markets, terrorism, social media, consumerism, and even dating have become gamified, and how the metaphor of the world as game is shaping our behaviour. Metaphors can enlighten but they can also mislead, and viewing the world as a constant competition where other people become disposable non-player characters bodes ill for us all.


In Chapter Nine, I peer into the future as augmented reality enables the gamification of every moment of our lives and virtual reality becomes so captivating it draws a generation away from employment. But it’s the past that I use to understand where gamification is taking us, and how it might ultimately change and end—specifically, the all-encompassing system of indulgences that ruled Europe in the Middle Ages and governed every aspect of people’s thoughts and actions.


I conclude the book with recommendations on how to design gamification ethically and with respect for its users, along with advice for governments and civil society on the regulation of workplace and coercive gamification. Despite my warnings, I don’t mean to condemn gamification. The worst gamification erodes free will and manipulates us for profit and power. The best gamification treats us as individuals and helps us flourish.


Let’s make sure we build the right kind of gamification—where we aren’t being played.















CHAPTER ONE






THE RISE OF GAMIFICATION


The Brothers of the Christian Schools organized a whole micro-economy of privileges and impositions: “Privileges may be used by pupils to gain exemption from penances which have been imposed on them… he will be able to gain exemption from [a penance] by accumulating a certain number of privilege points.”


—Michel Foucault, Discipline and Punish: The Birth of the Prison, on Jean-Baptiste de La Salle’s The Conduct of Christian Schools (1706), describing the basis of organisation of primary education in France until the start of the twentieth century


I have always had a fancy that learning might be made a play and recreation to children: and that they might be brought to desire to be taught.


—John Locke, Some Thoughts Concerning Education (1693)


IF YOU’RE FAMILIAR WITH THE POINTS AND TROPHIES AND PUNISHMENTS doled out by countless apps today, you’d recognise the same principles at work in schools over three hundred years ago. For Foucault, their game-like systems of privileges and penances were designed to discipline children and introduce them to a disciplinary society, maintained through constant surveillance from cradle to grave. He would likely view gamification as yet another link in that disciplinary chain, powered by the surveillance capabilities of new technologies like the internet and smartphones.


On the other hand, Locke believed learning could be improved by turning it into a game. Not a game relying on rewards and punishments, but one that makes learning “a play and recreation.” Not long after he wrote these words, educational board games grew into a flourishing transatlantic market, teaching everything from geography and history to maths and astronomy.1 These games were enabled by technological advancements of a different kind that made the manufacturing and publishing of board games much cheaper than before. Locke might have admired educational board games, but he’d have loved educational video games like SimCity and Minecraft that can teach urban planning and architecture and programming.


Only by learning the history of how games have been used for purposes beyond entertainment can we understand how gamification has taken such a large role in our lives, and how it might come to dominate the world.


There is still some debate in the games industry and among academics as to what precisely constitutes gamification, and it’s easy to get mired in definitional quicksand involving related terms like exploitationware, the “gameful world,” and ludification. This debate partly stems from the subject being a rapidly moving target—the games and applications that were considered as gamification in 2010 are very different from those that exist a decade later, in scale and scope and technology. But in the wider world, gamification is the term most commonly used by critics and businesses and governments, and it’s generally understood to mean taking a normal activity and applying game mechanics and aesthetics to it, such as points, badges, levels, and so on. That said, I will apply modifiers to the term like “generic” gamification and “coercive” gamification to better distinguish between different types.
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When I was growing up in 1980s and ’90s Britain, game-like systems were everywhere. In the Cub Scouts, I earned merit badges by setting up tents and navigating in the woods. Swimming proficiency badges were just as desirable, rewarded for treading water in pyjamas, swimming twenty-five, fifty, and one hundred metres, and for some reason, retrieving a rubber brick from the deep end of the pool. Since Robert Baden-Powell’s Scouting movement was directly inspired by his 1899 military training manual Aids to Scouting, merit badges and their descendants likely harken back to the millennia-old tradition of military honours in the form of medals, badges, and trophies, all of which have become integral components in the most popular forms of gamification.


Likewise, scores and leaderboards were a constant presence at my secondary school. From the age of eleven, our academic life revolved around the Mark Order, a table crammed with each student’s score or “mark” in every subject they took that term. By adding up a student’s subject marks, you arrived at an overall mark which could then be ordered in rank—hence, the Mark Order. At the end of each term, they were pinned on classroom walls with great ceremony. It was a source of enormous pride or shame for those at the top and bottom, but even more so for parents, since they also received the full Mark Order at home. Even if you came first in your class—an achievement I accomplished precisely once, in my very first Mark Order (which tells you something about my motivation)—you won’t have come first in every subject. The pressure never lifted because there was always space to improve.


Mark Orders weren’t just for bragging rights. Since my school streamed students into different classes based on their rank across the entire year, your performance had serious consequences in terms of the attitude of your teachers and their areas of focus. Looking back, the system was capricious and cruel—what business did parents have seeing the marks of other children, and why should a child’s fate be fixed because they had a bad day in biology?—but at the time it seemed perfectly normal, just as leaderboards are in countless gamified applications today.


So far, so Foucault. The best you can say about these cold-hearted rewards and punishments is that they provide goals and structure to those lacking it. The worst is that it’s pure behaviourism, treating humans as if they’re robots to be manipulated rather than individuals to be reasoned with and inspired. Alfie Kohn, a critic of traditional schooling, has argued we all practice “pop behaviorism” when we use negative and positive reinforcement to get students and workers to do what we want, and that it simply doesn’t work, because it only demotivates people in the long run.2


But Locke’s hopes also made it into my education. I learned programming with a Turtle robot hooked up to a BBC Micro computer using Seymour Papert’s Logo language, and there wasn’t a reward or punishment in sight, just the delight of seeing code on a screen become movement in the real world. Across the Atlantic, a generation of students learned about nineteenth-century pioneer life and the dangers of dysentery through the 1985 game The Oregon Trail. In 1992, the same company released America’s first educational computer game about slavery called Freedom!, inspired by Kamau Kambui’s live-action Underground Railroad Re-enactments (which presaged live-action role-playing experiences).3 It joined Sid Meier’s Civilization, released a year earlier, which introduced millions of players, including me, to classical and medieval history.


During the ’90s and early 2000s, games exploded in variety and reached beyond entertainment and education thanks to ever cheaper and ever more powerful computers. Visiting Seattle in 2001, I was entranced by the sight of Dance Dance Revolution in an arcade and promptly imported the PlayStation version from Japan, along with two dance mat peripherals. It remained the most energetic and innovative combination of gaming and self-improvement I’d seen until 2005, when I began playing Dr. Kawashima’s Brain Training for the Nintendo DS, which purported to make your “brain age” younger through stylus-driven puzzles, minigames, and Sudoku. My enthusiasm was only mildly dimmed when I discovered my early copy was in Japanese.


Nintendo delivered another hit with the release of its Wii games console in 2006, which came with a free game, Wii Sports, showcasing its controller’s motion-sensing capabilities with tennis, baseball, bowling, golf, and boxing games. Not only was the console so popular that it remained in short supply in the UK for two consecutive Christmases, but it was the only video game that I could convince my dad to play with me—and thanks to his badminton skills, he thoroughly beat me at tennis. Clearly my new running prowess, fostered by a wrist-mounted Garmin Forerunner GPS tracker with a game-like Virtual Partner mode, wasn’t transferrable to other activities.4


It’s at this point that the term “gamification” began gaining traction. While it was first used as early as 1980, Professor Sebastian Deterding at the University of York argues it wasn’t until late in the first decade of the 2000s that it became widely used to refer to the application of game-like mechanics for nonentertainment purposes.5 Yet things that can be retrospectively termed as gamification had been happening for decades if not centuries, so what happened in the early 2000s that propelled gamification into the popular consciousness?


It was not just one tectonic change but two happening at the same time: ever cheaper and faster technology, and the triumph of gaming culture.


TECHNOLOGY


In 2000, just about half of American adults and 70 percent of eighteen-to-twenty-nine-year-olds used the internet.6 Ten years later, practically all young people and three-quarters of all adults were online. It wasn’t only internet access that rose but also the speed of access, as broadband and 3G cellular internet replaced sluggish dial-up and 2G connections. More advanced internet browsers, faster computers and smartphones, and the rollout of Web 2.0 technologies collectively enabled more responsive, interactive, and personalised applications. It became just as easy to publish to the internet as read from it, from sharing photos on Flickr (2004) to posting what you had for lunch on Twitter (2006), asking programming questions on Stack Overflow (2008), and sharing your location on Foursquare (2009).


Flickr was the poster child for Web 2.0, allowing users to label, tag, and share photos online with a remarkably intuitive interface. Notably, all photos came with a public count of how many times they had been viewed or favourited. Twitter, with its all-important follower counts along with favourite and retweet counts for individual tweets, established a template for game-like competition on later social networks like Instagram and TikTok. Stack Overflow, a question-and-answer website for programmers, incentivised users to participate by awarding them reputation points and badges for answers deemed helpful by the community; today, the site is practically an essential utility for programmers, and the Stack Exchange network covers subjects as diverse as mathematics, anime, coffee, and video games.


But it’s Foursquare that became the template for gamification. It’s not hard to see why: the app’s users “checked in” to real-world locations like parks, bars, restaurants, shops, and offices to earn points and badges. In the early days, some bars and restaurants awarded free starters or discounted drinks for check-ins, with even better perks for the most loyal patrons or “mayors” (awards I took advantage of several times). You could earn yet more points and badges by adding photos and venue tips and reviews, and by competing against friends on the weekly leaderboard. Crucially, Foursquare was a hit: a year after its launch, it attracted over seven hundred thousand users, and five months after that, it reached three million.7 Its combination of points, badges, leaderboards, and rewards into a simple but complete gamified experience was a large part of its initial success.


Foursquare could have existed years earlier, with users laboriously inputting their day’s check-ins on desktop computers, but its explosive growth relied on brand-new technologies like ubiquitous mobile internet connectivity, GPS chips, and miniaturised cameras. Users only had to tap a button to check in while they were out and about, then tap another button to upload a photo. It felt more alive—more fun—to use the app in real time.


It also felt more fun to play with friends. You can easily imagine a single-user version of Foursquare, like a private journal, but for me, an obsessive Foursquare user since its launch, much of the appeal came from seeing my friends’ check-ins in New York and San Francisco. I was clued into some fantastic bars and hidden attractions thanks to the app, which would also occasionally aid serendipitous meetings by revealing a friend had checked in at the same venue or conference as I had—for which we’d be awarded extra points, of course. I might have used a private Foursquare simply as an aide-mémoire of my travels, but I’d have been much less engaged—which is to say, I would have spent far less time looking at the app, and therefore been far less valuable as a user who could be advertised to, or whose data could be sold (e.g., as part of aggregated footfall statistics).


After Foursquare’s launch, apps rushed to add game-like features in the hope of copying its success. LinkedIn displayed a “profile completeness” score as early as 2007, but by 2011 it had transformed into a progress bar that gradually filled up as you added your employment and educational history (each contributing 15 percent of your progress), a picture (5 percent), a personal summary (5 percent), specialities (5 percent), and recommendations (5 percent).8 The Nike+ GPS app, launched in 2010, included medals, trophies, and challenges.9 Strava, the popular exercise-tracking app, launched in 2009 and included leaderboards right from the start, along with a game-like King (or Queen) of the Mountain (KOM) designation for the fastest cyclist on a given route section. The competition for KOMs was fierce.


These weren’t the first apps or websites to offer game-like mechanics, but their scale far exceeded anything that had come before. As memorable and influential as Dance Dance Revolution and The Oregon Trail were, they’re eclipsed by the reach that comes with billions of smartphones: two years after its launch, Stack Exchange attracted over sixteen million unique visitors per month; Nike+’s app and SportWatch had over five million members after just one year.10 And as we continue to build up our physical and digital infrastructure with smartwatches, surveillance cameras, and persistent social network identities, it becomes easier to layer gamification on top of the many types of data that infrastructure collects, not least the health and behavioural data that birthed the “quantified self” movement in 2007.11
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This generic application of points, leaderboards, achievements, progress bars, and challenges to diverse, digitally tracked activities—let’s call it “generic gamification”—is not the only kind of gamification in use today. But in my experience, it is the most used type of gamification, for three reasons.


First, generic gamification is easy. There’s barely any design involved at all—simply decide whatever behaviour it is that you want to encourage in users (e.g., filling out profiles, going cycling, answering technical questions in a helpful manner) and attach rewards to it, along with punishments for undesirable behaviour. For ease of recognition, the graphical design of rewards can be copied from video games, or even better, other gamified apps. As for implementation, the general mechanisms of gamification are so simple and well defined that competent programmers can introduce them to existing applications within months if not weeks, with white-label gamification platforms such as Bunchball existing as early as 2007.


So, if there’s little cost to add gamification to your new app, why not try it? That’s why you’ll spot generic gamification almost anywhere you look. Dr. Ian Bogost, game designer and professor at Washington University in St. Louis, Missouri, has noted that gamification’s apparent simplicity and smoothness has led people to believe “the wild, magical beast of games can be tamed and integrated into any other context at low cost and high scale.”12


This leads into the second reason: by limiting itself to seemingly impartial and “clean” digital data like GPS traces and structured data submitted through forms, generic gamification allows for automatic and instant judgements. Unlike the swimming proficiency badges of my youth, which were only awarded when a human swim instructor judged that I could really swim one hundred metres without pausing too long at each end of the pool, generic gamification typically involves little to no human judgement for its assessments. And since generic gamification usually treats all users identically, regardless of their individual circumstances, it’s easy to deploy at scale. Speed and scale combine such that it can be hard for the operators of gamified applications to control, intervene, or even explain the results for individual users, which can be desirable for some organisations that prefer not to examine the fairness or implementation of their rules.


The final reason is behaviourism. Although long out of fashion in psychology as a useful or accurate explanation for human behaviour, it remains influential—especially in its wide cultural influence sometimes called “pop behaviourism.” According to this understanding, in which reinforcing desirable behaviour with rewards unerringly results in more of the desirable behaviour, generic gamification should work. Indeed, according to these premises, it’s the only intervention that could work. And if it works, why wouldn’t you put it into practice?


Well, there’s just one problem: behaviourism has been discredited for decades.
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I’m often asked if my background in experimental psychology and neuroscience has been helpful in designing games. The answer is no; if that were the case, my professors at Cambridge would be millionaires. Most game designers engage with psychology only to the extent they’ve used or have heard of “variable reinforcement ratios,” a simple technique that reinforces a desired behaviour by giving rewards at unpredictable intervals. It’s employed in plenty of games and used most devastatingly by slot machine makers to keep players hopeful the next pull of the lever will be the one that’ll make them rich—or at least, win back the money they’ve lost.


I learned about variable reinforcement ratios in my very first experimental psychology lectures. We studied how Pavlov conditioned his dogs to salivate at the sound of a bell by linking the ringing of a bell to the appearance of food, and B. F. Skinner’s theory of operant conditioning, which used rewards and punishments to positively and negatively reinforce certain behaviours (tested in his eponymous Skinner box). As I learned about the principles of behaviourism that underpinned Skinner’s experiments, the whole notion seemed like a historical oddity, hardly relevant for our modern age of MRI scanners and transcranial magnetic stimulation. But Skinner was one of the most influential psychologists of the twentieth century. That kind of influence doesn’t fade quickly. Rather, his ideas form the very foundation of generic gamification.


Skinner had very unusual views. His “radical behaviorism” saw animal and human behaviour purely as the product of the environment—which includes other animals and humans—reinforcing the consequences of previous behaviour. Radical behaviourism ignores the internal state of human minds. In fact, it doesn’t accept there is an internal state to our minds. Love? According to Skinner, that’s just what happens when two people meet and “one of them is nice to the other and that predisposes the other to be nice to him, and that makes him even more likely to be nice. It goes back and forth, and it may reach the point at which they are very highly disposed to do nice things to the other and not to hurt. And I suppose that is what would be called ‘being in love.’”13


Skinner’s exceedingly reductive views of human behaviour and motivation have been superseded in the academic world by humanistic psychology, which holds a more hopeful view of our ability to shape our own behaviour. Intrinsic motivation is a central component of this new psychology, the idea that sometimes we do things because they’re joyful rather than out of reward or punishment (i.e., extrinsic motivation). Self-determination theory, one of the most popular frameworks for understanding motivation, sees three factors as key to the very best forms of motivation: autonomy (ability to determine one’s own path), competence (experiencing mastery), and relatedness (interacting with, and caring for, others).


You can see those three factors shining through in the most popular and beloved video games, games that people don’t regret sinking their time into, as I do with my hundreds of hours wasted on FarmVille. Nintendo’s The Legend of Zelda: Breath of the Wild, widely acknowledged as one of the best games of all time, combines competence and autonomy by removing all the customary artificial barriers of similar action adventures, allowing players to venture literally anywhere in the vast game world. Every time you acquire a new skill or encounter a new kind of enemy, you’re always given an opportunity to safely learn before you’re faced with more fearsome and complex variations of that enemy. Never do you feel the game is treating you unfairly or subjecting you to the vagaries of random-number-generated “luck”—instead, your progress is earned out of your mastery of the world. As for relatedness, the astonishing longevity of World of Warcraft along with the meteoric rise of Fortnite demonstrate just how much people will do for their fellow clan members and teammates. In my case, sometimes a little too much, like when I used to regularly stay up until two in the morning to play Team Fortress 2 with friends in the US.


What’s crucial, however, is that good game designers recognise that autonomy and competence and relatedness are ingredients, not requirements. Different players in different situations want different games; some players will want to dive into a game all about competence (Dark Souls), and at other times those same players might want the autonomy to shape their own world (Animal Crossing, Minecraft). That’s why the number of game designers I know who consult psychology textbooks is approximately zero. That’s not how they make games. Instead, it’s a process of experimentation, feeling out new takes on old ideas, wondering what’d happen if you combined this premise with that game genre. But good game designers would recognise the concepts in self-determination theory, even if they didn’t consciously design them in. And they’d balk at the idea their players only acted in response to reward and punishment, as Skinner believed.


How can you tell? Just remove all the points and rewards and achievements from a game—“mere gestures that provide structure and measure progress,” as Bogost calls them—and see if people will still play it.14 The answer for Zelda, for Tetris, for Mario, for Elden Ring, for Hades, is a resounding yes.


Generic gamification represents the polar opposite to these joyful games. Its designers might preach the gospel of self-determination theory, but what they practice is pure, unadulterated B. F. Skinner. Take away the points and rewards in most gamified experiences, and you’re left with nothing.
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Technically, everything from educational board games to Guitar Hero to citizen science experiments is gamification, but these worthier and more fun examples aren’t what come to mind for most people today. Instead, the term “gamification” conjures up visions of the points we earn in Google Maps, or awards we give drivers in Uber, or the productivity scores doled out by Microsoft. Generic gamification is the gamification that we’re most likely to encounter in our lives, delivered by Fitbit, Uber, Microsoft, Apple, Google, Duolingo, Strava, and countless other huge and small tech companies. Though it relies on discredited behaviourist theories of human psychology, we still need to address a crucial question: Does it work?


I’ll explore the effectiveness of different kinds of gamification in later chapters, but to save you the suspense, most literature reviews conclude generic gamification has a limited positive effect at best, and much of that may be due to the “novelty effect” in which any intervention (e.g., joining a gym, taking language classes, wearing a pedometer) alters behaviour in the short term, and which often dissipates or even reverses in the long term.15


As someone with a background in research science who also “does gamification” for a living, I confess I find most academic studies on this subject to be of limited usefulness. Many studies of gamification only compare it to a state of no gamification rather than other activities one might take. For example, one study conducted in 2020 during COVID-19 lockdowns found that playing Animal Crossing and Plants vs. Zombies was correlated with increased wellbeing.16 This led to plenty of “games are good for you” headlines, though it’s unclear whether they’re as good for you as reading a book, watching TV, or taking a walk outside.


Some of this is an unavoidable consequence of the poor funding and slow publication times that plague much of academia. However, many researchers are also oddly fixated on studying the effectiveness of points, leaderboards, badges, and challenges that are foisted upon users of generic gamification, overlooking the storytelling and mechanics that underpin massively popular games like The Last of Us and Dance Dance Revolution. It is certainly easier to study gamification if you boil it down to atomic units like points and badges, but it’s not necessarily enlightening.


A more fatal flaw with much current research is that it treats gamification like a pharmaceutical by assuming it’s possible to make a game that somehow appeals to every person studied, even though people vary wildly in background and motivation. In practice, what works for one person will not necessarily work for someone else: Zombies, Run! has millions of fans, but if you hate zombies, it’s probably not going to work for you.


My own untested theory of gamification, which I apply to our games at Six to Start, tries to account for this:




Effectiveness = gameplay quality * accessibility * pre-existing intrinsic motivation





In other words, effective gamification has fun and engaging gameplay that’s easy to get into and, crucially, addresses something that the user is already motivated to do. This would explain why a language-training app like Duolingo is so popular. Its gameplay is extremely generic, but it’s very accessible and its users are already highly motivated to learn, perhaps because they’re moving to another country for work, or they’ve fallen in love with someone who speaks a different language.


As such, I don’t see how useful it is to test Duolingo’s effectiveness on someone who has zero interest in learning another language, as academic studies often do. It only makes sense if you don’t care about people’s interest and plan on forcing them to play your game anyway, which unfortunately is the case with workplace and coercive gamification.


THE TRIUMPH OF GAMING CULTURE


From their arrival in popular culture in the 1970s through to the early 2000s, video games were seen as a frivolous distraction, if not downright dangerous. The suspicion of novel forms of entertainment created by people outside of the establishment and eagerly consumed by the young isn’t new—novels, movies, TV, jazz, and rock music were all feared in their early days—but it manifests differently each time. Many believed games like Mortal Kombat, Doom, and Grand Theft Auto harmed the moral character of children and incited them to violence, echoing the moral panic surrounding Dungeons & Dragons in the 1980s.


Those fears did little to slow the rise of video games as an industry and a cultural force. Today, we’re constantly reminded video games generate more revenue than movies and, as of 2019, were second only to TV and video in their command of children and teens’ attention.17 Every month brings a new gaming sensation, from Minecraft to Fortnite to Among Us to Roblox; every year brings a brand-new gaming technology, like Twitch streaming, Discord chatting, location-based gaming, and virtual reality. Video games were one of the few industries to expand during COVID-19 lockdowns, and by 2021, US Gen Z consumers aged fourteen to twenty-four counted video games as their top entertainment activity, with 87 percent playing daily or weekly; games were followed by music, browsing the internet, and social media, with TV and movies coming in at a distant fifth place.18


Money and popularity aren’t everything, though. The video game industry is desperate for respectability, constantly striving for approval from cultural and political elites. Fans tout the educational potential of games like Kerbal Space Program and Factorio, both worthy of Locke’s hopes that learning become “a play and recreation,” or Arma 3’s Laws of War add-on that teaches players about the Geneva Convention.19 They contribute to citizen science games to identify astronomical oddities (Galaxy Zoo), classify coral reefs (NASA NeMO-Net), investigate protein folding (Fold.it), and map neurones in 3D (Eyewire).20 And they become outraged when anyone challenges their status, like in 2010 when movie critic Roger Ebert bizarrely suggested, “Video games can never be art.”21


Video games clearly have great potential to help educate people and advance science. I’ve designed plenty myself, touching everything from online safety (Smokescreen) and mathematics in the natural world (The Code) to British history (Seven Ages Quest) and children’s literacy (TapTale). But it would be wrong to pretend that game design naturally tends toward educational applications. As Neil Postman argued in his book Amusing Ourselves to Death, educational TV often succumbs to the need for constant drama and spectacle to keep audiences engaged.22 The form drives the content rather than the other way around. Likewise, most educational games are either fun or educational, but rarely both—and often neither. We hear about the few exceptions, like how Minecraft can teach children about programming and chemistry and ecology, but even then, proponents are silent about the proportion of time children spend in the game learning rather than messing about—not that there’s anything wrong with fun!


It’s also tempting to believe games like Civilization and SimCity can teach us useful lessons about world history and city planning, that they both aim to reflect the real world and are successful in doing so, but in reality, they have done neither very well. Civilization’s “technology tree” is an elegant way of giving players meaningful strategic choices, but it promotes a flawed understanding of scientific discovery and cultural development. The conceptual framework that governs SimCity is based on a “capitalistic land value ecology” which may fit one corner of America in the late twentieth century but hardly describes cities in other countries, let alone alternative ideas of what a city can or should be.23


Again, there’s nothing wrong with optimising games for fun, as Sid Meier and Will Wright did when designing these classics. What’s wrong is assuming that most “educational games” are actually educational and unbiased simply because they claim to be. It’s also wrong to believe that good educational games somehow make up for other games’ deficiencies, any more than one would say that nature documentaries cancel out Fox News. There’s no point keeping score here, except for a desire that video games as a whole be seen as a force for good in the world.


The belief that games aren’t just good for their players but good for everyone took hold during the wider techno-optimism prevailing in the late 1990s and early 2000s. While the modern conception of technology broadly, and Silicon Valley specifically, being a positive force in the world dates back to Stewart Brand’s 1968 Whole Earth Catalog, it was only later that most people believed personal computers and the internet would genuinely change the world for the better. The One Laptop per Child (OLPC) initiative, born in 2005, aimed to disrupt education “for all kids—especially those in developing nations” by means of a one-hundred-dollar laptop.24 A few years later, antiregime protests in Iran were dubbed as the “Twitter Revolution” in the press, and academics would credit Facebook for mobilising activists and coordinating protests during the Arab Spring uprisings.25


The internet and social media seemed like unmitigated goods, with any downsides so minor as to be barely worth consideration. As for the upsides, the sky was the limit—after all, technology and games had already helped win the US presidency. During the early days of Barack Obama’s primary fight in 2007, his campaign used online tools and leaderboards to encourage volunteers to compete to make the most calls to voters. On the My.BarackObama.com social networking site, seventy thousand campaign supporters raised $30 million from friends and family, aided by game-like donation meters, leaderboards, rewards, and achievements.26


Nonprofits were keen to see if games could aid other worthy causes. In 2007, World Without Oil, a web-based ARG that asked players to imagine what would happen if an oil crisis occurred, was launched with funding from the Corporation for Public Broadcasting. The next year, the Institute for the Future launched Superstruct, “the world’s first massively multiplayer forecasting game,” where players would “chronicle the world of 2019, imagine how we might solve the problems we’ll face,” and invent “new ways to organize the human race and augment our collective human potential.” Not to be left behind, the World Bank funded Urgent Evoke, “a ten-week crash course in changing the world” that launched in 2010 with a goal to “help empower young people all over the world, and especially young people in Africa, to come up with creative solutions to our most urgent social problems.”


The message of these utopian games was championed in 2010 by two influential talks. At the DICE conference, Jesse Schell, a video game designer and professor of entertainment technology at Carnegie Mellon University, presented a future where every action we take would be rewarded and punished with points, from brushing our teeth to watching TV commercials to practicing the piano.27 Schell admitted that “it could be that these systems are just all crass commercialization and it’s terrible” but concluded that “it’s possible that they’ll inspire us to be better people if the game systems are designed right,” like a modern-day B. F. Skinner. Many commentators were appalled by the talk, which was syndicated by the TED Foundation, but the overall reaction was one of fascination.


Another TED talk, this time at its main conference in California, was far sunnier: gaming can make a better world, argued Jane McGonigal, an ARG designer.28 McGonigal said that while people spent three billion hours a week playing online games, “if we want to solve problems like hunger, poverty, climate change, global conflict, obesity, I believe that we need to aspire to play games online for at least 21 billion hours a week, by the end of the next decade [i.e., by 2020].” How? By motivating gamers (“super-empowered hopeful individuals”) to play games, including World Without Oil and Urgent Evoke, that she’d designed. These games would channel energies previously spent inside virtual worlds toward improving the real world.


McGonigal’s talk was viewed by millions, striking a chord among those who self-identified as gamers. Their hobby had been marginalised and demonised for decades; being told they could be the literal saviours of a broken world was a welcome change of tune. The following year, her book Reality Is Broken: Why Games Make Us Better and How They Can Change the World continued in the same vein, promising utopian gamification would allow people to feel more empowered and satisfied in the real world. For example, if we played Chore Wars, a game awarding points and treasure for doing household tasks, we would enjoy the tasks more and have a cleaner home to boot. Reviewers from the Boston Globe, the Los Angeles Times, the Guardian, and the Independent applauded the book’s optimism, with its echoes of the growing positive psychology movement.29 “It’s difficult not to feel like there’s a real power and potential out there waiting to be unlocked by gamer-think,” said John Booth for Wired.30


Along with proponents like Seth Priebatsch of the SCVNGR startup and Gabe Zichermann, who spoke at TEDxKids@Brussels in 2011 on “how games make kids smarter,” Schell and McGonigal presented a future where games would make every imaginable activity better and more fun. Criticism was muted. One of the few negative reviews of Reality Is Broken came from Heather Chaplin, a frequent commentator on games for Slate: “[Gamification advocates] are trafficking in fantasies that ignore the realities of day-to-day life.… McGonigal, whose games are filled with top-secret missions in which you get to play the superhero, says ‘reality is broken’ because people don’t get to feel ‘epic’ often enough. This is a child’s view of how the world works.”31 But overall, few in the games industry wanted to cast a shadow on a good news story, and any criticism from outside the industry was rejected as uninformed scaremongering.


I found this silence incredibly frustrating at the time. I had spent the past few years designing successful educational and “serious” games for Channel 4, the BBC, and Penguin Books at Six to Start, and the claims being made on behalf of games’ power to change the world seemed implausible. My own free games had attracted hundreds of thousands of players, which I was quite pleased with given their modest budgets, but they paled in comparison to the tens of millions playing—and paying for!—games like World of Warcraft, EVE Online, and FarmVille. World Without Oil had attracted 2,176 registered players, of whom only 276 had submitted at least one piece of content.32 Superstruct fared a little better with 8,901 registered players and 554 “superstructures” created. Urgent Evoke—the World Bank’s project, funded to a tune of half a million dollars—had 19,324 registered and 4,693 active players, with only 223 managing to complete one small task for each of the ten weeks of the game.33


Success isn’t conferred by player numbers or even player engagement alone, but as Professor David Waddington in the Department of Education at Concordia University put it, “Many of [Evoke’s] attempts at social innovation, albeit well meaning, seem neither realistic nor well thought out,” such as the curiously circular idea to renew Buffalo, New York, by crowdsourcing ideas from its community. Perhaps Urgent Evoke inspired its players into social innovation by other means, but there is little evidence this actually happened.


In retrospect, it’s perplexing that anyone believed the world’s problems could be solved by games that had between them attracted barely a thousand committed players. But the numbers didn’t matter—in true Silicon Valley fashion, it was the dream they bought into, not the reality.


GAMIFICATION AS CHARISMATIC TECHNOLOGY


The allure of utopian gamification is best explained by a similar utopian project: One Laptop per Child, founded in 2005. The story is well told in Morgan Ames’s book The Charisma Machine: The Life, Death, and Legacy of One Laptop per Child. Ames chronicles the project’s many mishaps: the laptops never reached the vaunted one-hundred-dollar target, they were slower and more fragile than initially advertised, and when deployed, they were barely usable as educational devices due to limited internet connectivity and buggy software.


The fact the laptop was oversold and underdelivered is less interesting than how its founder, Nicholas Negroponte (then professor at the MIT Media Lab), managed to convince himself and other deep-pocketed partners that it was feasible at all, let alone desirable. Ames credits this feat to the OLPC being a powerful instance of “charismatic technology.” “A charismatic technology derives its power experientially and symbolically through the possibility or promise of action what is important is not what the object is but how it invokes the imagination through what it promises to do. The material form of a charismatic technology may be part of this but is less important than a technology’s ideological commitments—its ‘charismatic promises.’ This means that a charismatic technology does not even need to be present or possessed to have effects.”34


It didn’t matter that the OLPC’s specifications were disappointing, or that it lacked the originally charming hand crank that would recharge its battery, or that software updates would regularly delete children’s data. The OLPC’s charisma transcended such material concerns through its promise to transform education for the world by literally airdropping millions of cheap laptops around the world. These laptops would disintermediate teachers from the educational process, allowing children to achieve their full potential, just in the same way that the OLPC’s founders and funders reached their own potential: by learning how to programme computers at home. Ames calls this “nostalgic design”: “Key features of this laptop—focused on play, freedom, and connectivity—were based on how a number of OLPC developers nostalgically remembered their own (often privileged and idiosyncratic) childhoods rather than on contemporary childhoods in the Global South. Moreover, they smoothed away the messiness in their own experiences by understanding their childhoods through the social imaginary of the technically precocious boy, at times unreflectively treating their experiences as universal.”35


Despite the OLPC’s obvious shortcomings, teachers and program staff on the ground reinforced its charisma by means of stage-managed visits to deployments in Paraguay; no one wanted to say the emperor had no clothes. And what successes did occur were wildly blown out of proportion: children who figured out how to access the laptop’s configuration menu and turn on the camera became kids who “hacked Android within six months.”36 If that’s the definition of a hacker, congratulations, you’re one too!


Utopian gamification spread like wildfire because it, too, was a charismatic technology. The actual design and performance of the games made by McGonigal and others were unimportant. What was important was how they sparked the public’s imagination with their potential to change the world for the better. Gamification proponents recalled how games helped them recover from personal setbacks and assumed they could do the same for everyone, falling into the same trap of nostalgic design as the OLPC’s designers. It helped that both the OLPC and gamification were feted at the exclusive TED conference, where accomplished performers are spared awkward questions.


I am sure Negroponte and McGonigal had the best of intentions when sharing their dreams of cheap laptops and online games transforming the world for the better. Unfortunately, meaning well is not enough. The OLPC failed to transform education, and utopian gamification did not “solve problems like hunger, poverty, climate change, global conflict, [and] obesity.” Even at the time, it was clear their utopian hopes were never achievable. They were mirages. But people desperately wanted to believe in them, so years of effort and resources were poured in, despite all the warning signs.


WHAT IS DEAD MAY NEVER DIE


By the mid-2010s it had become rare to see any games claiming to save the world or cure poverty. Disillusionment had set in over the limitations of the internet and social media in creating lasting positive change, and people began to wonder if they were aggravating the problem of, rather than providing the solution to, politically driven division and violence around the world.


As such, utopian gamification now seems like a mere historical curiosity, irrelevant to today’s endemic gamification. But the two are linked: the charismatic aura that enveloped the early utopian ideals of gamification wasn’t extinguished but instead transferred to the more mundane kinds of lifestyle and workplace gamification popular today, lending them a moral legitimacy that cloaks their more manipulative aspects. At a gamification conference I attended in 2019, one speaker echoed the positivity of a decade earlier: “Why not be inspired by games? Games are really engaging. Games are played, and when we play we express our own core truths,” she said to a nodding audience. “And that’s useful for market research.”


Perhaps this shouldn’t be surprising. Ames notes charismatic technology is inherently conservative: “Charismatic leaders confirm and amplify their audiences’ existing ideologies to cultivate their appeal, even as they may paint visions of a better world. A charismatic technology’s appeal likewise confirms the value of existing stereotypes, institutions, and power relations. This unchallenging familiarity is what makes a charismatic technology alluring: even as it promises certain benefits, it simultaneously confirms that the ideological worldview of its audience is already right—the charismatic technology will simply amplify it.”37


Gamification’s conservative nature is manifest in how its most common, generic implementations—layering points, badges, levels, and competition on top of existing activities like call centre work and driving taxis—completely fail to overcome the limitations and problems underlying those activities. As we’ll discover in later chapters, it isn’t only utopian gamification that made claims it couldn’t deliver. Workplace gamification promises productivity and employee satisfaction improvements that rarely, if ever, come to pass. Yet gamification, by saying that leaders need only apply this one weird trick to make everything and everyone work better, faster, and happier, without any real institutional change, is deeply conservative. Even if you make driving for Uber more fun, you’re still driving for Uber.


Gamification’s charismatic aura has interacted with the wider world of video gaming in unexpected ways. In a generational reversal of the assumption that playing video games is bad for you—and doubly so for children—scientists are now eager to demonstrate video games’ positive effects. One 2007 study found that surgeons who played video games had better manual dexterity than those who did not. Later studies have suggested action games provide moderate cognitive benefits for healthy adults.38 In the repeated COVID-19 lockdowns of 2020, the sense of escapism and distraction provided by video games was reframed as being a positive rather than negative outcome, with 27 percent of US residents using games like Animal Crossing and Among Us to stay in touch with each other during the pandemic.39


It’s amusing to see gamers championing glowing results from video game studies while dismissing past and present results that paint their hobby in a poor light. To be sure, there have been significant methodological improvements in how we study video games, but just as important are the hypotheses that researchers begin with.40 If you begin with the premise that video games are bad, you’ll design your experiments to look for evidence they’re bad, and as with other scientific fields, you’ll only publish your findings if you find that evidence. Whereas if you’ve grown up playing video games your entire life, you’ll have different premises.


It would be sensible if we were all a little more skeptical of video games studies regardless of their findings—especially given the inherent limitations I described earlier. Video games are enormously varied in design and genre, far more than can be captured in blanket statements, and they operate in different ways on different people. To talk about them in purely negative terms on the basis of moral panic and ignorance is wrong. We should talk about the positive aspects of many games, such as providing escapism, a sense of wonder and discovery, and stress relief and promoting kindness and pro-social behaviour through well-designed multiplayer experiences, acceptance of diversity, and more—but to talk about them wholly positively, handwaving any negative effects as essentially unavoidable or insignificant, is also wrong.


If the uniquely interactive aspects of video games enable positive effects, they can also enable negative effects. Those include compulsive gameplay, gambling-like behaviour around “loot box” mechanics, and all-too-prevalent online harassment. And if video games are to be treated on the same level as other art forms, their content and messages should be critiqued in the same way. There should be no excuse for sexism in games or gaming communities, or transphobia, or for the glorification of the military and violence.41


When we ask whether games are “good,” we also have to ask what the answer is for. Are we trying to reassure politicians and parents they needn’t be worried about their children playing Animal Crossing an hour a day? Or is the goal that we should begin recommending or prescribing video games as a kind of treatment or therapy, thereby serving commercial interests? Based on the evidence, I don’t feel that video games are especially harmful; at least, no more than watching TV. But we don’t seek to recommend people watch more TV to improve their lives, at least not without being specific about what kind of TV we’re talking about.


Lately, it has become difficult to have these conversations in public because gaming has grown so tribal. Gamers, game developers, and even game journalists become very defensive when video games are criticised by supposed nongamers (despite the fact that, as we are often told by the games industry, practically everyone plays video games these days), partly due to an odd trend of gamers identifying their personal interest with that of the commercial games industry. When I appeared on a 2010 BBC Panorama documentary to say that games like FarmVille had been intentionally designed with “compulsion loops” to keep players engaged for as long as possible—a tactic frequently discussed in games industry conferences and blogs—I was roundly criticised by gamers and journalists for letting the side down.42 No wonder the TV producers couldn’t find any other game designers willing to appear.


One would think that self-identified gamers would feel no need to defend a casual game like FarmVille, which is as dissimilar to “core” games like Call of Duty and Minecraft as reality TV shows are to prestige shows like The Wire, and yet they do. This is thanks to the exceedingly broad umbrella of what constitutes a game, a happy accident that provides cover for those in the games and gamification industries making less than ethical products. Indeed, while many gamers are irritated by generic gamification, recognising it as an empty facsimile of richer and more fun games, they save their ire for those who are critical of games in any way. Conversely, if some games can be shown to be good, then all games are good, and their hobby is unimpeachable; and if all games are good, gamification must also be good. It’s for this reason that criticism of utopian gamification was so muted in the 2010s and why criticism of gamification in general remains muted to this day.


In the absence of scrutiny, new forms of gamification have flourished. Some are harmless, aimed at helping you learn a new language or play the piano. Others are coercive and abusive, like those monitoring millions of workers in warehouses and taxis. But while gamification lives on, its utopian spirit has died.


Once, gamification aimed to save the world. Now it’s just about saving yourself.
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CHAPTER TWO






LEVEL UP YOUR LIFE


In every job that must be done, there is an element of fun. You find the fun and snap! The job’s a game.


—“A Spoonful of Sugar,” Mary Poppins


WHAT COULD BE WRONG ABOUT WANTING TO IMPROVE YOURSELF? AND IF you’re trying to learn a new language or get into shape—difficult and repetitive tasks even at the best of times—why not make the process a touch more fun?


Self-improvement is a ripe target for gamification. As far back as 1987, users of Mavis Beacon Teaches Typing were treated to an Arcade Racing mode where the quicker they typed, the faster their car would go, welcome respite after hours of laboriously copying out lines of text.1 Today, real-world racers can have their drifting performance automatically scored by the 2021 BMW M3 and M4’s M Drift Analyzer, which rates them based on length, duration, and slip angle.2 If you don’t have Mary Poppins to hand, you can use the web-based Chore Wars to transform household chores into a fantasy quest where each “adventurer” earns experience points and treasure for cleaning the dishes or emptying the trash.3 More recently, Duolingo’s app gamified language learning for forty million active users in 2020 by means of experience points, achievements, levels, a quest-like “skill tree,” and even a “gem” virtual currency.4 Lingotopia approaches the task from a more immersive direction, stranding players in a 3D city where they need to learn a new language to get back home.


Perhaps I’d have been a better violinist as a child if I’d had an app like Trala.5 “The experience is gamified, a bit like Guitar Hero,” claims Apple. “You’ll earn points for playing the correct note in time, while playback will pause until you perfect the intonation.” Or maybe I’d have given it up in favour of Rock Band 3, which reached beyond the plastic buttons of its older toy-like controllers to teach players how to play a real Fender Squier guitar with actual strings.


If you want to improve your professional prospects, you might try Factorio, a video game where you build and maintain factories so sophisticated anyone working at Shopify can expense their purchase of it, since the CEO thinks it helps players understand supply chains and logistic networks.6 Sounds too much like work? Tinder has introduced game-like elements like trivia and Swipe Night, a “first person interactive adventure,” to give daters more of a shared context and live experience that might have otherwise occurred in a college dorm room or music festival or bar.7 Fortune City combines personal accounting with a city-building game: “Gamification gets you hooked on recording expenses! Build good habits while watching your city develop and grow.”8 And if you just love gamification in general, Habitica takes Chore Wars’ principles and applies them to your entire life, doling out rewards and punishments for any task you’d care to track.9


It’s no mistake most of these experiences are delivered through apps. Smartphones know more about you than almost anything or anyone else thanks to their built-in and connected sensors. They’re the device that’s closest to most people, day and night, so unlike a personal trainer or a bullet journal, they’re literally always at hand.


Apple and Google are especially keen to promote fun new ways to make your life better since they garner 15 to 30 percent of all digital purchases made through their app stores, adding up to billions a year (full disclosure: Apple and Google have featured Zombies, Run! multiple times).10 One story on the App Store highlighted gowithYamo, an app that awards points for “collecting” artworks when visiting exhibitions, a little like Foursquare.11 Points can be redeemed for free tickets and discounts, so “the more art you see, the more art you can unlock.” Continuing in the same theme is Untappd, which helps you “discover and share great beers” by awarding badges for drinking eclectic beers in different bars. Of course, the app reminds users to “please drink responsibly.”12


If you’d rather improve your health, there’s plenty of gamified solutions. Some medical games are for very specific groups, like Playphysio’s game for children with cystic fibrosis that makes boring and painful breathing exercises more bearable, and EndeavorRx, the first US prescription video game that treats children with ADHD.13 Unfortunately, there are few such games because the regulatory approval process is punishingly long and expensive for medical interventions.


In contrast, it’s possible to launch a “health and fitness” app with no medical approvals at all providing you’re somewhat careful about the claims you make—and even if you aren’t, you probably won’t get caught out anyway due to underresourced regulators.14 That’s how countless apps can promise to help you lose weight in thirty days with essentially no evidence whatsoever, and why most gamified health solutions like Lumosity, Zwift, the Apple Watch, and Fitbit are sold directly to consumers rather than through health services or doctors.


It’s hard to find fault with apps and hardware that consumers freely choose to download. Why shouldn’t they take a spoonful of sugar with their medicine to make it more fun to learn French or get fit or play the violin? But it’s not quite that simple: sometimes the spoonful of sugar contains no medicine at all, or medicine cut with poison. Gamified apps routinely overclaim their benefits, some otherwise well-behaved apps inadvertently lead their users to damaging behaviour, and many contribute to an unhealthy culture of constant self-monitoring and competition.


Is this an inevitable outcome for gamified apps, or are there principles that would limit harm and exploitation while preserving the fun? By exploring two of the biggest genres of gamified apps—health and fitness, and brain training—we can drill down into what really works, and what doesn’t.


HEALTH AND FITNESS


Many gamified health and fitness apps are perfectly harmless. Two odd examples include Pokémon Smile, an augmented reality game that encourages children to brush their teeth better, and Pokémon Sleep, an app announced in 2019 in which “your sleep will impact gameplay” and that will apparently “give players a reason to look forward to waking up in the morning.”15 It’s unclear whether these apps are effective, but they might bring a little joy to a routine, and since Pokémon Smile is designed to prevent overbrushing, the worst that can happen is yet another step in the inexorable dominance of the Pokémon brand over the world’s children.


Perifit, a Kegel exerciser that “lets you control videos games [sic] with your pelvic floor,” is not quite as suited for children.16 If you’ve played Flappy Bird, you’ll recognise the gameplay: “When you contract your pelvic floor, the bird goes up… when you relax it, the bird goes down.” In a typical case of overclaiming, the app promises “quick & permanent results” along with “confidence & stronger orgasms.” Still, Perifit makes a daily routine mildly less boring. Even if Kegels have not yet been proven to improve sex, at least they’re genuinely useful for preventing incontinence.17


These examples, while amusing, are dwarfed by health and fitness gamification aimed at a much broader audience. Apps and services that promise to help you work out and lose weight have seen steady growth in recent years, with a huge leap during 2020, when COVID-19 closed gyms across the world. Starting from March 2020, we saw millions of extra downloads of Zombies, Run! and an overall doubling in active players.18 Nintendo’s Ring Fit Adventure also benefitted from lockdowns, with almost ten million additional units sold by October 2021.19 The video game–style “exergame” includes a leg strap and resistance ring that combine with the Nintendo Switch’s controllers to track a wide variety of exercises including squats, planks, front presses, and yoga poses.


Unlike its smash-hit predecessor Wii Fit, which sold twenty-two million units, Ring Fit Adventure is very much a video game, complete with a story, villains, allies, and a branching quest.20 It didn’t quite manage to satisfy the dual needs of exercise and fun, however, with one reviewer noting it had “a little too much gaming and not enough exercising. Every time you finish a level, there are a couple of minutes worth of story development where you, The Ring-Con, and various villagers have a nice chat. This slow down lowers the heart rate and diminishes the overall effect of a proper workout.”21
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