“Gamification” from the perspective of
service marketing

Kai Huotari

School of Information, UC Berkeley. California, USA
Hanken School of Economics, Helsinki, Finland
Helsinki Institute for Information Technology HIIT,
Aalto University, Finland

HIIT, PO Box 19215

00076 Aalto, Finland

kai.huotari@hiit.fi

Juho Hamari

Helsinki Institute for Information Technology HIIT,
Aalto University, Finland

HIIT, PO Box 19215

00076 Aalto, Finland

juho.hamari@hiit.fi

Copyright is held by the author/owner(s).
CHI 2011, May 7-12, 2011, Vancouver, BC, Canada.
ACM 978-1-4503-0268-5/11/05.

Abstract

The developments in game industry and service design
have led to an increased use of so-called game
mechanics to drive customer retention and engagement
outside the realm of, what can traditionally be seen as,
games. This act of enhancing services with game-like
features has largely been coined as ‘gamification’. The
phenomenon has been thus far discussed atomically,
without ties to existing literature on service marketing,
to which the goals of gamification are strongly related
to. This paper presents a definition for gamification
from the perspective of service marketing and lays
ground for future studies on gamification and
marketing.
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Introduction

The use of game design in non-gaming environments
have raised a lot of interest both in industry [10] and in
academia [12][2] during the last years. This discussion
has remained, however, mainly in the realm of game
studies and social sciences. Although an increasing
number of games are offered as services to consumers,
only very few academic articles that bridge game
design patterns to service or marketing literature have
been published (see e.g.[15]; [8]; [9]). Anchoring
game mechanics in the existing service marketing
literature could however provide not only a framework
on how gameplay could be viewed as a part of the
overall service and on how they could support the core
service offering but also bring proven models from the
service marketing domain to the development of
“gamified” services.

In the first section of this article, we will present an
overview of service marketing, its origins and its key
concepts. In the second section, we will show how
games can be seen as services or service systems. In
the third section, we present our definition for
gamification using concepts from service marketing and
present examples of our conceptualization. In the final
chapter, we summarize and discuss potential directions
for future research.

Emergence of service marketing

In the late 1970's and early 1980’s, a handful of
marketing scholars started forming a new school of
thought for marketing concentrating on services
because the classical marketing axioms were based on
the exchange of physical goods which could not provide
a sufficient understanding on services .[7]. This line of
research developed quite independently of the

mainstream marketing science until the 1990's [6]
when it started to gain popularity also outside the
sphere of service marketing scholars. Marketing theory
build to fit services started to seem applicable also for
goods marketing. In their 2004 article, Vargo & Lusch
[16] launched the term service-dominant (S-D) logic
for marketing and proclaimed that the service approach
should replace the classical marketing theory. Since
then, the S-D logic for marketing has gained growing
interest both in academia as well as in industry.

One of the key concepts of the service approach, value-
in-use, help explain the ubiquitous applicability of the
service logic and the profound difference between the
traditional, goods-dominant logic and the new service-
dominant logic.

In traditional marketing theory, value is considered to
be created during the production process by the
company and to be embedded in the product. The
product then “carries” the value in it and the value is
transferred from company to the customer with the
transaction. In service context however, this value-in-
exchange approach becomes meaningless, as there is
no physical product to which the value could be
attached.

Service marketing literature sees the customer always
participating in the production process as the value is
generated only once the customer uses the service or
the good. In this value-in-use model company’s role in
the value creation is to support the customers’
processes by offering resources into them. Resources
can refer e.g. to personnel, machinery, service setting,
or to available information sources.
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Figure 1. Definition of "gamification" from
perspective of service marketing

Service, service system and service package
For the purpose of our paper, three key concepts of
service marketing need to be defined: service, service
system and service package.

Vargo and Lusch [16] define service as “the application
of specialized competences (knowledge and skills),
through deeds, processes, and performances for the
benefit of another entity or the entity itself”. Thus, any
intentional act - no matter how small - that helps an
entity can be considered a service.

A systematic bundle of services constitutes a service
system that according to Spohrer et al. [14], “is an
arrangements of resources (including people,
technology, information, etc.) connected to other
systems by value propositions”. A service system’s aim
is to use its resources and the resources of others to
improve its circumstance and that of others [17].

The service package model [7] in turn helps firms
manage bundled services or service systems. The basic
service package consists of the core service, enabling
services and enhancing services. Enabling services are
required for the offering of the core service while
enhancing services support the offering of the core
service and thus increase its value or differentiates it
from the services of the competitors.

Games as service systems

Large part of the current game design literature sees
games as systems. For example, Salen & Zimmerman
[13] have defined game in the following way: “A
system in which players engage in an artificial conflict,
defined by rules, that result in a quantifiable outcome”.
According to Cook [3], "Game mechanics are rule based

systems / simulations that facilitate and encourage a
user to explore and learn the properties of their
possibility space through the use of feedback
mechanisms.”

Other definitions highlight the systems’ role in creating
experiences. Fullerton et al [5] describes the process of
designing games as envisioning what kind of an
interactive experience a game should create, and
proceeds to create the necessary designs, in the form
of rules and procedures.

Looked through the service marketing literature
described above, game mechanics can be seen as
services and games as service systems. They are co-
produced by the game developer and the player(s). Co-
production part of the company takes place when the
game’s storyline is created, rules invented and the
visuals are designed and the co-production part of the
player(s) as well as the value-creation take place each
time the game is played. The core service is to provide
entertainment and fun for the player [10] and the
quality of such “game service” is strongly determined
by the functional quality of the service or game
experience which is often referred to with such
concepts as flow [3].

A Proposed definition for gamification
Based on the literature presented above, we define
gamification in the following way:

Gamification is a form of service packaging where a
core service is enhanced by a rules-based service
system that provides feedback and interaction
mechanisms to the user with an aim to facilitate and
support the users’ overall value creation. Figure 1



Table 1. Examples of gamification

Core Enhancing Gamified service

service | service

Profile in | Progress bar for | The enhancing service

LinkedIn | measuring increases the perceived
progress in value of filling all details
filling personal by invoking progress-
details related psychological

biases.

Café Mayorship The enhancing service
competition in creates a competition
Foursquare between customers

where they have to visit
the café frequently
enough -> retention

Dry Loyalty stamp The enhancing service

cleaner card. You get 1 | invokes the psychological
stamp for every | biases related to
visit progress and thus

increases the perceived
value of using the same
dry cleaner service.

Gym Heya Heya Gym experience that

sets goals and helps to
monitor the progress of
the training.

illustrates the definition and Table 1 gives some
examples of gamification.

According to the definition, for example Foursquare is
not a gamified service in itself, but it can potentially
gamify, ie. enhance through rules, feedback and
rewards other services, such as restaurants or bars.
Moreover, the definition remains agnostic to the nature
of the core service; meaning that the core service can
also be a game that can be further gamified creating
so-called meta games. From this perspective, it is not
only non-games that can be gamified.

Conclusion & Future directions
In this paper, we have defined gamification from the
perspective of service marketing. This anchoring of
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