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1. INTRODUCTION

Gamification has become a popular technique in marketing.
Many companies believe that gamification can potentially
increase the engagement, awareness and loyalty of consumers
with respect to the brand. As a result, gamification has seen
substantial adoption by firms in recent years, with an estimated
70 per cent of Global 2000 firms having at least one gamified
application (Gartner, 2011). Gamification is often applied by a
business, corporation or any other initiative to solve a certain
problem. This problem informs the goal of, for example,
promoting user retention, activation, participation, or more
generally, to influence certain behaviour. The game elements
like quiz, levels, badges, leaderboards or achievements are
elements which are relatively easy to apply to solve such a
problem and are also provided as ‘plug-and-play’ solutions by
companies such as Badgeville or Bunchball, which focus on a
change of behaviour on a more surface level (Koorevaar, 2012).
40% US brands use mobile coupons as their marketing strategy
in gamification. As gamification is an effective marketing
strategy and promotional tool, there has been a great increase in
interest in studying gamification (Jaspreet et. al. 2023). The
gamification industry has experienced rapid growth,
transitioning from a niche concept to a widely adopted strategy
across sectors like education, healthcare, and corporate training.
It enhances user engagement and business outcomes. India's
gaming market hit USD 3.1 billion in FY23 and is projected to
reach USD 7.5 billion by FY28. Future growth is expected to be
driven by growth in in-app purchases and ad revenues in casual
and mid-core games (The Economic Times, 2023).
Gamification, formally defined as "the use of game design
elements in non-game contexts", has emerged as a potent
strategy to enhance user engagement and motivation across
diverse domains. Its application extends far beyond
entertainment, finding prominence in education, business, and
health initiatives. The primary aim of gamification is to make
routine or uninteresting tasks more engaging and purpose-
driven by leveraging key psychological principles that shape
human behaviour. Its widespread use across diverse fields
highlights the universal appeal of game mechanics in
influencing how people act. This broad relevance suggests that
the psychological drivers activated by gamification are deeply
rooted and can be effectively utilised to shape user behaviour—
particularly during crucial early stages of app use, such as the
onboarding process.

To systematically explore the impact of gamified onboarding on
user adoption, this paper applies the Technology Acceptance
Model (TAM), which was originally developed by Fred Davis
and Richard Bagozzi. TAM is a well-established framework in
information systems research that explains how users come to
accept and use new technologies. According to this model, two
key factors: 1. Perceived Usefulness (PU) and 2. Perceived
Ease of Use (PEOU) shapes the user’s attitude (A) toward a
technology, which then influences their behavioural intention to
use it (BI), ultimately leading to actual system use. By
integrating gamified onboarding into the TAM framework, this
study moves beyond simply describing the benefits of

gamification. It proposes a testable conceptual model in which
gamification serves as an external variable that directly affects
PU and PEOU. This theoretical approach offers a deeper
understanding of the determinants through which gamified
elements influence user intention and behaviour during the
critical early phase of app usage. This paper lays the conceptual
groundwork of gamification and app onboarding. It then
presents the core dimensions of the Technology Acceptance
Model (TAM). Based on these, the core investigation is
conducted into the effect of gamified onboarding in relation to
app adoption in the context of the TAM framework. The paper
also discusses how gamification can bring advantages,
challenges, and ethical issues in its real-world applications. The
objective is to provide a multifaceted theoretical framework and
actionable insights that help better not just the ease of use, but
also the interaction immediacy of onboarding experiences in the
competitive digital sphere.

2. FOUNDATIONS OF GAMIFICATION

Gamification is "the planned use of game elements for a
gameful experience in non-game tasks and contexts"(Seaborn
and Fels,2015). Clear objectives, levels, points, badges,
achievements, leaderboards, storylines and themes, and rewards
are a few examples of these game mechanisms. Encouraging
intrinsic motivation for the creation of tasks that may otherwise
be viewed as dull or uninteresting, it improves the user
experience overall (Hamari et al., 2014; Trinidad et al., 2021).
The gaming phenomenon has grown quickly because of the
development and expansion of digital platforms, social media,
and mobile technologies (Deterding et al., 2011). In different
non-gaming scenarios, gamification is used to engage users and
enhance customer and staff behaviour (Deterding et al., 2011;
Robson et al., 2015). These mechanisms result in behavioural
and psychological effects, with crucial engagement, motivation,
and proficiency (Hamari et al., 2014; Sailer et al., 2017). Since
its introduction in late 2010, gamification has emerged as a key
component of numerous organisations' initiatives to impact
experience, engagement, satisfaction, and loyalty.

2.1. Key Gamification Elements and Mechanics

The implementation of gamification revolves around several

key elements carefully designed to capture and sustain user

engagement while driving desired behaviours. These common
mechanics include (Malik et. al.,2024):

e Points: These serve as numerical representatives of a
user's activity that he carried out, his progress and
achievements within the system (Vitkauskaité,2018).
Points enable users to track their development and
establish their status, providing immediate feedback on
their actions.

e Badges and Achievements: Users are awarded with
badges or medals for completing specific tasks or reaching
specific status or level (Prasetyaningrum, 2024). Badges
and achievements encourage a strong sense of
accomplishment and provide social recognition for a user's
efforts. For instance, a travel platform effectively utilises
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badges to incentivise and acknowledge user contributions
in the form of reviews.

e Levels: The inclusion of levels in any app creates a clear
sense of progression, segmenting the user journey into
distinct stages that progressively increase in challenge.
This mechanism helps users visualise their progress,
provides clear goals, and indicates mastery over specific
features or content. Todoist, for example, leverages
levelling up to guide users through the mastery of multiple
features over time.

e Challenges, Tasks and Quests: The main gamification
components that lead users through defined objectives are
challenges, tasks, and quests. Tasks are particular acts to
perform, challenges are tests of user skills, and quests
connect them into interesting sequences with a specific
goal. When combined, they increase motivation and long-
term involvement (Werbach & Hunter, 2012).

e Progress Bars: Serving as visual indicators, progress bars
clearly show users how far they have advanced in a task or
process. This visual feedback helps users track their
progress, understand what remains to be done, and focus
their efforts effectively. A notable case study revealed that
Talana, a human resources platform, achieved a 40%
increase in user activation rates by integrating gamified
checklists with visual progress indicators.

e Leaderboards: These elements introduce a social
dimension to the experience, allowing users to compare
their performance with others. Leaderboards foster healthy
competition and provide a source of recognition,
potentially encouraging new social interactions within the
platform.

e Rewards and Incentives: Rewards and incentives are the
benefits that players receive when playing games, such as
badges, levels, or points, which can increase consumer
engagement based on expectancy-value (Goh et al., 2017).

e Avatars: Allowing users to create personalised avatars can
significantly boost their sense of ownership over the
application. Furthermore, research indicates that avatars
satisfy fundamental psychological needs for competence,
autonomy, and social relatedness, thereby influencing a
user's intention for continued engagement.

e Story — Telling: Storytelling is the art of using language to
describe events in words, pictures, videos, and sounds
(Lugmayr, et. al., 2017).

e Adver-games: Advergames are online games made by or
for a company that use product placements, brand aspects,
or advertising messaging as part of the game's content to
influence player behaviour and promote the brand
(Cauberghe & De Pelsmacker, 2010).

e Loyalty-program: Loyalty programs are the marketing
efforts done by companies that reward and then encourage
the loyal buying behaviour of consumers (Sharp & Sharp,
1997).

e  Win condition: The specific objectives that players must
meet to finish a task or game effectively are known as win

conditions, and they serve to direct user behaviour and
reinforce desirable results (Werbach & Hunter, 2012).

e Feedback: Feedback is information provided by an agent
(e.g., teacher, peer group, book, parent, self, experience)
regarding aspects of one’s performance or understanding
(Hattie & Timperley, 2007)

e Viral loop: A viral loop in gamification is a growth
mechanism where game-like incentives—such as points,
rewards, or social recognition—encourage users to refer
others, who then repeat the cycle, thus fostering
exponential engagement and user base expansion
(Werbach & Hunter, 2012).

These diversified game elements have the ability to address
both intrinsic and extrinsic motivations, which leads to the
effectiveness of game elements. Some elements, like points,
direct rewards, serve as extrinsic motivators, and elements like
levels, progress bars and challenges encourage intrinsic
motivators. by providing a deep sense of accomplishment,
mastery, and continuous progression (Mekler et. al., 2017). This
dual motivational appeal is a crucial factor in achieving long-
term user engagement and encouraging strong commitment to
the application.

3. THE TECHNOLOGY ACCEPTANCE MODEL (TAM):
EXPLAINING USER ADOPTION

3.1. Core Constructs of TAM: Perceived Usefulness,
Perceived Ease of Use, Attitude, Behavioural Intention, and
Actual System Use

Fred Davis and Richard Bagozzi developed the Technology

Acceptance Model (TAM), which is used for understanding and

predicting user acceptance and adoption of new technologies.

TAM emerged as an extension of Ajzen and Fishbein’s Theory

of Reasoned Action (TRA); it simplifies its predecessor by

emphasising two fundamental beliefs as primary determinants
of technology adoption.

According to this model, these two core beliefs have a

fundamental impact on users’ decisions to accept and use the

new technology presented to them:

e Perceived Usefulness (PU): This construct describes the
extent to which a person thinks that using a specific system
can enhance their productivity at work or help them reach
their goals. It mainly reflects the users’ faith in the
technology’s usefulness and its advantages.

o Perceived Ease of Use (PEOU): This construct describes
the degree to which a person believes that using a
particular system will be easy or free from physical and
mental efforts. A technology perceived as easy to learn and
operate is more likely to overcome initial barriers to
acceptance, whereas a complicated or unintuitive interface
can lead to a negative perception.

These two perceptions, perceived usefulness and perceived ease

of use, are hypothesised to directly influence a user’s attitude

towards using the technology. As a result, a more positive
attitude enhances the user’s Behavioural Intention to adopt the
technology. This cognitive and attitudinal process results in the

576 © 2026 Poornima Ahlawat, Dr. Sangita Rani, Simran Kajla. This is an open-access article distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution
4.0 International License (CC BY NC ND).https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/



https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/

Int. Jr. of Contemp. Res. in Multi.

PEER-REVIEWED JOURNAL

Volume 5 Issue 1 [Jan- Feb] Year 2026

Actual System Use, or the actual interaction with the
technology. The hierarchical structure of TAM offers a clear
route for strategic intervention in technology development and
implementation, where PEOU can affect PU, which in turn
affects Attitude and Intention. Gamified onboarding can have a
positive impact across the TAM framework and eventually
result in higher app adoption rates if it can improve the initial
user experience (PEOU) and increase PU at the same time by
demonstrating immediate value. This structural understanding
enables a targeted design approach that leverages these specific
perceptions. The Technology Acceptance Model has undergone
continuous scrutiny and expansion since its beginning. This
evolution has led to several significant upgrades, i.e. TAM 2,
The Unified Theory of Acceptance and Use of Technology
(UTAUT) and TAM 3. These extended models incorporate
some additional features, such as social influence and cognitive
instrumental processes, to provide a more comprehensive
explanation of perceived usefulness and perceived ease of use
and overcome limitations of TAM. TAM has been criticised
particularly concerning its limited explanatory power and its
primary focus on individual perception, theoretical proliferation
and confusion, oversight of external variables and contextual
limitations of PEOU.

3.2. Applicability of TAM in Digital Technology Adoption
Despite being criticised, the technology acceptance model
remains a highly relevant and adaptable framework for
understanding the adoption of digital technologies. TAM is a
flexible model which can be applied to a wide range of
technologies, including complex systems like Artificial
Intelligence. There are numerous studies that have verified its
robustness across various user groups and contexts.
Gamification in combination with TAM is emerging as a
noteworthy and increasing trend in research. Nearly half of the
identified studies included in this review introduced new
contextual factors with respect to the original TAM model
findings. This expanding literature on the model testifies to its
ongoing utility and flexibility for explaining digital technology
adoption in evolving contexts. The increasing popularity of
combining gamification and TAM in academic research
suggests an emerging consensus among scholars that
gamification is considered a key external factor influencing
technology acceptance. This is strong empirical evidence to
motivate the use of TAM as a theoretical lens for the study of
the effects of gamified onboarding on app adoption. The
repeated demonstration of the robustness of TAM for a wide
range of applications reaffirms its applicability in this specific
domain.

4. GAMIFIED ONBOARDING'S
TECHNOLOGY ACCEPTANCE
4.1. Conceptualizing Gamified Onboarding for First-Time
App Users

The concept of gamified onboarding is a fresh and more
entertaining way of introducing users to the app. Rather than
issuing mundane, dry explanations, it gamifies the learning

INFLUENCE ON

process with fun and interactive first-time playing to teach users
how to play. The idea is to make people eager to use the app,
help them learn its features quickly, and lower the odds that
they’ll leave after a short exposure. Put another way, it flips the
onboarding process that users have to do into something they
want to do. It leverages intrinsic human drives — such as a
need to play, reach goals and make progress — which makes
the experience feel rewarding from the outset. Gamification
makes onboarding more fun, comfortable, and interesting for
users. This positive first impression encourages them to explore
more and stick with the app longer, setting the stage for lasting
engagement and usage.

4.2. Impact on Perceived Usefulness: Enhancing Value

Perception

Perceived usefulness is the primary indicator of a user’s

intention to engage with it, which can be enhanced by gamified

onboarding in the application. This enhancement is achieved by
various interconnected mechanisms:

e Goal-Setting Features: Application’s relevance and utility
can be immediately enhanced by integrated personalised
goal setting within the onboarding process. Users can
specify their goals and what they hope to accomplish with
the app, which allows users to customise their experience
and establish goals, increasing the app's usefulness. This
tailored experience enhances the app's perceived
usefulness by matching the preferences of almost 60% of
people for businesses that comprehend and react to their
behaviour.

e Challenges and Missions: Presenting initial onboarding
tasks as structured challenges or missions (e.g., "complete
your profile," "set up integrations") actively engages users
with the app's core features. This encourages hands-on
exploration, allowing users to discover and realise the
practical value of these features more quickly. The
successful completion of these challenges provides a
strong sense of accomplishment, reinforcing the app's
functional utility and effectiveness.

e Badges and Rewards: Awarding virtual badges, points, or
other rewards for completing initial tasks provides
immediate positive reinforcement and tangible recognition
of a user's effort. This "status feedback" validates the user's
progress and implicitly communicates that their actions
within the app are meaningful and lead to desirable
outcomes. Consequently, this directly increases the
perceived value and usefulness of the application itself.

e Immediate Value Demonstration: Gamified elements,
such as quick wins and interactive tutorials, are designed to
accelerate a user's journey to the "aha moment"—the point
at which they grasp the app's core benefit and how it
addresses their needs. This strategic front-loading of value
ensures that the app is perceived as immediately useful,
fostering a positive initial impression.

Gamified elements do not merely state that an app is useful;

they actively demonstrate its usefulness through interactive

engagement and immediate, tangible feedback. This
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experiential learning approach, facilitated by gamification, is
more effective in shaping a user's Perceived Usefulness than
passive, static explanations. It allows users to "learn by doing,"
directly connecting their efforts with discernible benefits and
thereby building a stronger, more personal conviction of the
app's value. This deeper understanding of usefulness is a critical
precursor to a higher intention to use the application.

4.3. Impact on Perceived Ease of Use: Simplifying the User

Journey

Gamified onboarding effectively simplifies the user journey and

significantly reduces cognitive load, thereby making the

application feel effortless and intuitive to use.

e Progress Bars and Checklists: These visual cues provide
clear, continuous guidance throughout the onboarding
process, reducing uncertainty and making the entire
experience feel manageable and less daunting. By breaking
down the onboarding into smaller, visible steps, they
reduce the mental effort required for users to engage,
contributing directly to a higher Perceived Ease of Use.

e Levels: Segmenting complex onboarding content into
sequential levels allows users to navigate the app
incrementally. This progressive disclosure prevents
information overload and creates a less steep learning
curve. The structured progression fosters a sense of control
and mastery, making the learning process feel intuitive and
achievable.

e Interactive Tutorials and Quizzes: Rather than relying
on lengthy, static guides, gamified onboarding incorporates
interactive elements that enable users to learn by doing.

e This hands-on, engaging approach makes the learning
process more enjoyable and less effortful, directly
enhancing the perception of ease of use.

e Avatars and Personalisation: While primarily serving to
boost user ownership and satisfy psychological needs,
personalised elements like avatars can also contribute to
Perceived Ease of Use. By making the interface feel more
familiar and less generic, these elements can subtly reduce
the mental effort required for users to adapt to a new
system, thereby enhancing the overall feeling of simplicity
in interaction.

e Repetition and Reinforcement: Gamified elements are
often designed to encourage the repetition of key actions
and functionalities. This repeated engagement helps users
internalise processes and develop muscle memory,
significantly reducing the cognitive effort required for
subsequent interactions and making the app feel inherently
easier to use over time.

Gamified elements act like helpful guides during the
onboarding process. They make things easier by breaking down
complex steps, giving instant feedback, and showing users
clear, simple ways to move forward. This makes the app feel
much easier to use, especially for first-time users. When people
feel that an app is easy to understand and navigate, they’re more
likely to try it out and keep using it.

Ganmified Element

Mechanism of Influence on Perceived Usefulness

Goal setting

Personalises the experience, demonstrates immediate relevance and utility, and aligns with user needs.

Challenges/Missions

Encourages active engagement with core features, provides a sense of accomplishment upon task completion, and

reveals app capabilities.

Badges/Achievements

Provides positive reinforcement and recognition for effort, validates progress, and implicitly communicates

meaningful outcomes.

Rewards/Incentives Offers tangible benefits for engagement, reinforces desired behaviours, and demonstrates direct value return.
Immediate Value Demonstration Accelerates the "aha moment" by front-loading core benefits, making the app immediately useful.
(Quick Wins)

Gamified Element

Mechanism of Influence on Perceived Ease of Use

Progress Bars/Checklists

Provides clear visual guidance, reduces uncertainty, breaks down complexity, and lowers cognitive load.

Levels Facilitates incremental learning, prevents information overload, and creates a sense of manageable progression.

Interactive Tutorials/Quizzes

Promotes learning by doing, makes the process engaging and intuitive, and reduces perceived effort.

Avatars/Personalisation

Increases familiarity and ownership, subtly reduces mental effort to adapt to a new system.

Repetition/Reinforcement

Encourages habit formation, internalises processes, and reduces effort for subsequent interactions.

5. THE MEDIATING ROLE OF PERCEIVED
USEFULNESS AND PERCEIVED EASE OF USE ON
INTENTION TO USE

According to the Technology Acceptance Model (TAM), two
important factors—how useful an app seems (Perceived
Usefulness) and how easy it is to use (Perceived Ease of Use)—
play a major role in shaping whether someone intends to use a
new technology. Studies combining gamification and TAM
have confirmed that these two perceptions strongly affect not
only whether users adopt an app but also how much they enjoy
using it. Research shows that people’s overall attitude toward
an app is influenced by how helpful and user-friendly they find
it. One study on gamified mobile apps found that when users.

Believed the app was both useful and easy to navigate, they
were more likely to have a positive attitude toward it, leading

to a stronger intention to keep using it. This highlights the
important role of PU and PEOU in connecting gamified
onboarding to long-term user engagement. What’s important
here is that gamified onboarding doesn’t directly make people
want to use the app. Instead, it works by improving their
opinions about how useful and simple the app is. These
improved perceptions, in turn, increase their likelihood of
continuing to use it. This explanation offers a clearer
understanding of how gamification fits into the TAM
framework and shows how thoughtful design decisions can
positively shape user behaviour over time.
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6.

BENEFITS, CHALLENGES, AND ETHICAL

CONSIDERATIONS
6.1. Benefits of Gamified Onboarding for App Adoption
and User Engagement

Gamified onboarding offers

compelling advantages for

attracting first-time users and fostering robust app adoption and
sustained engagement:

Increased User Engagement and Motivation:
Gamification dramatically increases user engagement,
frequently by 100-150% as compared to conventional,
non-gamified methods, by turning what could otherwise be
boring or repetitive chores into engaging and participatory
experiences. It creates a strong incentive for sustained
participation by skillfully appealing to both extrinsic
motivators (such as prizes and recognition) and intrinsic
motivators (such as enjoyment and mastery). Users will be
more eager to learn, explore, and stay engaged with the
application as a direct result of this increased incentive
(Werbach & Hunter, 2012).

Accelerated User Activation and Product Adoption:
Gamified onboarding can dramatically enhance user
activation by helping individuals reach the critical “aha
moment” more quickly, thereby boosting product adoption.
By guiding users through key onboarding tasks using
visual progress indicators and reward mechanisms—such
as points, badges, and leaderboards—it cultivates active
engagement with the product’s core value, which translates
to improved long-term adoption and retention (Pechenkina
et al., 2017; Hamari, Koivisto, & Sarsa, 2014).

Improved Knowledge Retention and Time to
Productivity: Gamification enhances the onboarding
experience by making it more engaging and informative,
which helps new users more quickly understand and adapt
to an application's features. The use of interactive elements
and reinforcement techniques—such as structured
challenges, progress indicators, and social components—
supports better knowledge retention and speeds up the
learning process (Heimburger et al, 2019; Jedel &
Palmquist, 2021).

Reduced Friction and Cognitive Load: Gamified
onboarding elements such as progress bars and checklists
simplify the user journey—transforming app setup from a
tedious chore into an engaging, manageable process. This
step-by-step approach lowers cognitive load by organising
tasks into digestible segments, reducing mental effort and
making the app easier to navigate from the start. As a
result, users gain a better grasp of core features more
quickly, which is crucial for minimising early churn and
improving retention (Heimburger et al., 2019; He et al,,
2025).

Enhanced User Satisfaction and Loyalty: The enjoyable
and rewarding aspects of gamified onboarding
significantly boost user satisfaction. When users feel a
genuine sense of progress and achievement, they tend to
form positive attitudes toward the app, fostering loyalty
and encouraging ongoing use. Moreover, gamified loyalty

6.2. Practical

schemes have been empirically shown to enhance customer

retention by reinforcing motivation and emotional
engagement (Koneti, 2025; Habachi, Matute, &
Palau-Saumell, 2024).

Fostering Social Interaction and Community:

Introducing elements like leaderboards, group challenges,
or collaborative tasks into onboarding can meaningfully
enhance social interaction among new users, fostering a
sense of community and connection. These features are
especially valuable in contexts where onboarding would
otherwise be a solitary experience, helping to counteract
isolation. Research indicates that thoughtfully designed
gamified onboarding—particularly with leaderboards and
team-based activities—improves social bonding and
integration among participants (Heimburger et al., 2019;
Petiiira & Zukauskaité, 2024).

Challenges in Implementing Gamified

Onboarding

Despite its numerous benefits, the implementation of gamified
onboarding is not without its practical challenges that require
careful consideration:

Over-Gamification: A significant risk is the tendency
towards "over-gamification," where game elements are
integrated without a clear purpose or without aligning with
the app's core objectives. This can lead to a superficial
experience that distracts users from the actual value of the
app or even trivialises the onboarding process. The balance
between challenge and engagement must be carefully
maintained; if tasks are too difficult, they can lead to
frustration and abandonment.

High Development Costs and Maintenance: Designing
and developing effective gamified onboarding programs
can be expensive, requiring substantial investment in time,
planning, and specialised expertise. Beyond initial
development, gamified elements necessitate regular
updates and revisions to maintain their novelty, relevance,
and engagement over time, incurring ongoing maintenance
costs.

Challenges in Measuring Impact: While gamified
onboarding aims to improve metrics like user satisfaction,
retention, and performance, accurately measuring its
precise impact can be complex. Isolating the specific
effects of gamification from other design or marketing
interventions requires rigorous analytical frameworks and
robust data collection.

Promoting Competition Over Collaboration: While
leaderboards and competitive elements can boost
engagement for some wusers, an overemphasis on
competition can inadvertently foster an environment that
discourages collaboration. This can be detrimental if the
app's long-term use relies on cooperative interactions or if
it alienates users who are not motivated by direct
competition.

Appeal-Related Risks and Lack of Personalisation: Not
all users respond positively to gamified experiences; some
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may prefer a more straightforward, non-gamified
approach. A "one-size-fits-all" gamified onboarding flow
may not align with every user's learning preference,
personal traits, or cultural orientations, potentially leading
to alienation rather than engagement. Effective
gamification requires understanding the target audience
and tailoring the experience accordingly.

e Risk of Undermining Intrinsic Motivation: Over-
reliance on extrinsic rewards (e.g., points, badges) can, in
some cases, undermine a user's intrinsic motivation to
engage with the app for its inherent value or enjoyment. If
users become solely driven by external incentives, their
engagement may diminish once those rewards are removed
or lose their novelty.

Addressing these challenges requires a thoughtful and strategic
approach. Solutions include thoroughly researching the target
audience, ensuring that gamified learning objectives are clear
and achievable, recognising user achievements meaningfully,
balancing  competitive  elements  with  collaborative
opportunities, and consistently obtaining user feedback to
iterate and optimise the onboarding experience.

6.3. Ethical Implications of Gamification
Beyond the practical benefits and challenges, the pervasive
application of gamification, particularly in influencing user
behaviour, raises significant ethical considerations, often
underexplored in business contexts. These concerns primarily
revolve around issues of exploitation, manipulation, and the
potential infringement of user autonomy.

o Exploitation: While gamification is often seen as a tool
for motivation and engagement, critics argue it can
function as "exploitation ware," where superficial rewards
like badges or points are used to coax users into increased
effort—often  without adequate compensation or
transparency. This practice can manipulate behaviour by
obscuring the goals and mechanisms of gamified systems,
raising ethical concerns about autonomy and fairness
(Kim, 2018; Shahri et al., 2022)

e Manipulation and Autonomy: Gamification is
deliberately designed to influence user behaviour, which
inherently raises concerns about manipulative practices.
Manipulation may occur when users remain unaware of the
hidden objectives or mechanisms driving their actions. If
an onboarding system conceals its real goals—anticipating
that users might otherwise not engage—it risks
manipulating their behaviour. This raises important ethical
questions about whether designers must disclose the
motivational intent behind gamified experiences. While
full transparency might diminish effectiveness, a
precautionary approach suggests that as much openness as
possible should be maintained to preserve user autonomy.
Ideally, informed consent would be required, though true
consent in such contexts is complex to define—especially
when game mechanics trigger psychological responses that
bypass rational deliberation (Moya Rozalén, 2024; Kim &
Werbach, 2016; Klock et al., 2023)

e Potential for Addiction and Distraction: Gamification
systems, by employing mechanics like those found in
addictive games (e.g., variable rewards, continuous
feedback loops), can inadvertently promote obsessive
behaviour and impair a user's self-control. While
developers may not intend addiction, they bear
responsibility if they should have been aware of such
potential effects, particularly when targeting vulnerable
users. Furthermore, gamification can lead to excessive
distraction, preventing individuals from rationally
assessing how their decisions and behaviours align with
their own long-term interests and welfare. This "cheap fun"
can lead users to make irrational choices, spending time on
activities that, upon rational reflection, they would deem
unproductive or even detrimental. The ethical line is
crossed when the gamified activity leads to choices that are
not in the user's best interest, masked by the allure of game
mechanics.

In summary, the ethical -considerations surrounding
gamification, particularly in the context of app onboarding,
stem from the convergence of virtual and real-world norms and
the inherent tension between organisational objectives and
individual user interests. A nuanced, context-relative approach
is necessary to evaluate gamification practices, focusing on
whether they unfairly exploit users, infringe upon autonomy
through manipulative design, cause unintended harm, or
negatively impact a user's moral character or well-being.

7. CONCLUSION AND
DIRECTIONS

7.1. Summary of Key Arguments
This conceptual paper has systematically explored the efficacy
of gamified onboarding as a strategic tool to attract first-time
users and enhance app adoption, grounding its analysis in the
Technology Acceptance Model (TAM). The digital landscape's
high app abandonment rates underscore the critical importance
of effective initial user experiences. Gamification, defined as
the application of game design elements in non-game contexts,
offers a powerful means to transform often mundane
onboarding processes into engaging, motivating, and goal-
oriented journeys.

The core argument presented is that gamified onboarding
significantly influences a user's Perceived Usefulness (PU) and
Perceived Ease of Use (PEOU) of an application, which are the
primary determinants of Behavioural Intention to Use (BI)
within the TAM framework. Gamified elements such as goal
setting, challenges, badges, and rewards enhance PU by
actively demonstrating the app's value and relevance, fostering
experiential learning rather than passive information reception.
Simultaneously, elements like progress bars, levels, and
interactive tutorials contribute to PEOU by simplifying
complex tasks, reducing cognitive load, and providing clear,
intuitive pathways for navigation. This positive influence on PU
and PEOU, in turn, mediates a stronger intention to use the app,
ultimately driving adoption.
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Empirical evidence, including case studies demonstrating
increased activation rates and retention, largely supports the
benefits of gamified onboarding. However, this analysis also
critically examined the practical challenges, such as the risk of
over-gamification, high development costs, and difficulties in
impact measurement. Furthermore, significant ethical
considerations regarding potential exploitation, manipulation,
and infringement of user autonomy, as well as the risk of
fostering addiction or distraction, necessitate careful design and
implementation.

7.2. Practical Implications for App Developers and UX

Designers

The findings of this conceptual paper offer several actionable

recommendations for app developers and UX designers seeking

to optimise first-time user engagement and app adoption:

e Prioritise Value Demonstration: Design gamified
onboarding to rapidly convey the app's core value
proposition and how it solves user problems. Focus on
achieving the "aha moment" quickly through interactive
challenges and immediate, meaningful rewards, rather than
exhaustive feature tours.

e Simplify with Purposeful Gamification: Leverage
elements like progress bars, checklists, and progressive
levelling to break down complex onboarding processes
into manageable, intuitive steps. This reduces cognitive
load and enhances Perceived Ease of Use, making the
initial experience less daunting.

e Balance Intrinsic and Extrinsic Motivators: While
points and badges provide extrinsic rewards, integrate
elements that foster intrinsic motivation, such as choice,
mastery, and social connection. Personalisation (e.g.,
avatars, tailored goals) can significantly enhance a user's
sense of autonomy and competence.

e Iterate with Data: Continuously track onboarding funnels
and user behaviour using analytics. A/B test different
gamified elements and flows to identify what resonates
most effectively with the target audience. This data-driven
approach allows for ongoing refinement and optimisation.

e Address Ethical Considerations Proactively: Implement
gamified onboarding with transparency and user well-
being at the forefront. Avoid manipulative design patterns,
ensure clear disclosure of objectives, and design systems
that respect user autonomy. Monitor for signs of potential
over-engagement or negative psychological impacts.
Consider offering non-gamified alternatives or opt-out
options for users who prefer a more direct experience.

7.3. Avenues for Future Research and Theoretical

Refinement

While this paper provides a comprehensive conceptual

framework, several avenues for future research warrant

exploration to further refine the understanding of gamified
onboarding and its relationship with technology acceptance:

e Broader Empirical Validation: A significant portion of
existing research on gamification and TAM has focused on

educational contexts and student populations. Future
studies should expand empirical investigations to diverse
consumer app categories and broader demographic groups
to enhance the generalizability of findings to the wider app
market. This would involve recruiting participants with
varied backgrounds, ages, and technical proficiencies.

e Long-Term Impact and Sustained Engagement: While
current research often focuses on initial adoption and
short-term engagement, future work should investigate the
long-term effects of gamified onboarding on user retention,
loyalty, and continued app usage. This would involve
longitudinal studies to understand how the novelty of
gamified elements evolves over time and whether initial
positive perceptions translate into sustained engagement.

e Moderating Factors: Further research could explore
various moderating factors that influence the effectiveness
of gamified onboarding, such as cultural differences,
individual ~ personality  traits  (e.g.,  playfulness,
competitiveness), and prior experience with gamified
systems. Understanding these nuances could lead to more
highly tailored and effective gamified designs.

¢  Qualitative Methodologies: The systematic review noted
a predominance of questionnaire-based data collection in
gamification and TAM research. Future studies could
benefit from incorporating more qualitative methodologies,
such as in-depth interviews, ethnographic studies, and user
observation, to gain richer insights into users' subjective
experiences, motivations, and perceptions of gamified
onboarding.

o Ethical Framework Development: There is a critical
need for the development and empirical testing of robust
ethical frameworks specifically tailored to assess gamified
systems. Research should explore how design choices can
mitigate risks of exploitation, manipulation, and addiction,
ensuring that gamification is used responsibly and

beneficently.
e Comparative Studies: Direct comparative studies
between gamified and non-gamified onboarding

experiences, across different app types and user segments,
could provide clearer evidence of the incremental value
added by gamification and help identify optimal scenarios
for its application.
By addressing these research directions, the academic
community can further solidify the theoretical foundations of
gamified onboarding within the Technology Acceptance Model
and provide more nuanced, evidence-based guidance for
practitioners seeking to attract and retain first-time users in the
dynamic digital ecosystem.
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