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Abstract 

Background:  Both the fitness and gamification industry are booming with no signs of slowing down 

in the near future. Gamified applications are entering the markets, attempting to induce gameful 

elements into tedious environments to enhance intrinsic motivation. The same goes for the gym sector, 

as market leaders, such as the Swedish gym chain Nordic Wellness, are increasingly implementing 

gamification elements into their business models. 

  

Problem: The true effectiveness of gamification on intrinsic motivation remains underdeveloped. 

Literature highlights the necessity of adapting gamification design towards the end-user, by considering 

the different effects from the individual game elements and the context. However, the gym context has 

been completely neglected, even though gamification has become increasingly utilized in this sector.   

  

Purpose: The purpose of this study is to increase the body of knowledge on how extrinsic mechanisms 

such as gamification can influence intrinsic motivation. This study utilizes the context of a gamified 

gym application for Nordic Wellness to determine the motivational potential of game elements. Thereby, 

the research team attempts to add to the body of literature by expanding on the effectiveness of 

gamification on intrinsic motivation, while also contributing through entering a currently undiscovered 

domain of gamification in the gym context. 

  

Method: A qualitative approach with fifteen semi-structured interviews has been conducted on young 

Swedish adults attending the Swedish gym chain Nordic Wellness. 

  

Results: The findings suggest Self-Determination Theory as a valid framework to examine the effects 

of gamification on intrinsic motivations. Through connecting the identified themes and theory, a 

framework is proposed for the evaluation on the effectiveness of game elements on intrinsic motivation. 

From evaluating the discussed game elements through this framework, recommendations are made for 

a gamified gym application that is argued to positively satisfy the psychological needs and therefore 

enhance the intrinsic motivations in a gym context.  
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1. Introduction 

__________________________________________________________________________________

This section will start with providing a background on the current developments, concerning the fitness 

and gamification industry. This is followed by problematization statement, leading to deeply crafted 

purpose and research questions. The section ends with a list of definitions that are often referred to 

throughout the paper. 

__________________________________________________________________________________ 

1.1 Background 

Fitness has its roots as far back as to ancient Greece, where wealthy men invented the gymnasium to 

keep themselves occupied and fit for war. The importance of exercise was later also valued by the 

Romans, who already understood that physical activity was crucial for one’s health, or as the Roman 

politician and philosopher Cicero expressed: “It is exercise alone that supports the spirits and keeps the 

mind vigour” (Cregan-Reid, 2019). During more recent times, fitness has gone through transformations 

and has developed into a large and global industry (Andreasson & Johansson, 2014). Increased 

consumer awareness of the health benefits has been one of the main factors for the continuous growth 

and development within the fitness industry (Midgley, 2018; Walker, 2018). 

  

This development has manifested in a significant boom of the fitness sector, leading to a total market 

size of 87.23 billion US dollars in 2017 (Statista, 2019). This includes the European health and fitness 

market, which also experiences strong growth rates, mainly driven by increases in the number of fitness 

clubs and memberships. Sweden specifically held an approximate 2% growth rate in 2018, while 

maintaining the highest relative memberships to population figure with 21.6%, indicating that one out 

of five Swedes has a gym membership (Rutgers et al., 2019). This rapid development within the industry 

is expected to accelerate even more in the upcoming years, whereas the market value of the global 

industry is estimated to reach 147.11 billion USD by 2024 (Mordor Intelligence, 2019). 

  

Even though the industry is rapidly growing, and individuals are becoming increasingly aware of the 

health benefits of regular exercise, going to the gym still forms a substantial hurdle for many people. 

An infinite amount of reasons for not going to the gym can be made, some holding more validity than 

others. Nevertheless, the excuses or reasonings for not going to the gym often boil down to a lack of 

motivation (Porges, 2019). Research suggests that 63% of all new gym members terminate their 

membership within only three months (Sperandei, Vieira & Reis, 2016). This lack of motivation is not 
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just a concept for beginners but is a universal problem that also applies to the more experienced gym-

goers, including personal trainers (Ritschel, 2018). 

  

Gamification is a relatively new and upcoming tool that can be used to tackle this lack in motivation 

and guide users while making exercising more effective (Porges, 2019). In short, gamification can be 

described as the application of stimulating game elements in non-game contexts (Deterding, Dixon, 

Khaled & Nacke, 2011). One can think of introducing game like elements into everyday life situations, 

such as receiving a reward for your weekly workout routine, learning a language through receiving a 

badge or placing yourself in a leaderboard at your job (Chou, 2018). Within the last years, gamification 

has developed into a well-established industry that is also accelerating at a high pace. Gamification was 

valued at around 3.3 billion dollars in 2017 and is expected to grow annually with an average rate of 

36.2% till 2026 (Harrington, 2019). 

  

A recent study by Cotton and Patel (2018) concluded that more than 64% of all health applications use 

game elements. This is no surprise, as smartphone health applications and gamification are considered 

promising in positive contribution towards promoting regular exercise activity (Physical Activity 

Guidelines Advisory Committee, 2018). Mobile applications for the gym are no exception to the rule, 

whereas gamification is expected to have the potential to aid with positive behavior change and customer 

retention in a gym context (King, 2018; Lovell, 2017). As an example, the Swedish gym chain Nordic 

Wellness has implemented gamification in its mobile application to encourage its members through the 

introduction of points collection and the opportunity to unlock rewards (Nordic Wellness, n.d.). Even 

though gamification is increasingly utilized to promote physical activity, the true effectiveness of 

gamification on motivation in the gym context remains unexplored. 

1.2 Problem Discussion 

Reviewing the literature, it becomes apparent that gamification has been used as a strategic tool to evoke 

motivation. Gamification, in the form of external game elements, attempts to trigger intrinsic motivation 

(Hamari, Koivisto & Sarsa, 2014). Intrinsic motivation means doing something out of pure interest or 

enjoyment, which is considered as the most powerful and sustainable form of motivation (Ryan & Deci, 

2000a). 

  

However, literature finds it difficult to determine the actual impact of gamification on this type of 

motivation (Richter, Raban & Rafaeli, 2015; Sailer, Hense, Mayr & Mandl, 2017; Seaborn & Fels, 

2015), as extrinsic elements are also suggested to undermine intrinsic motivations (Hamari et al., 2014). 

For example, a longitudinal study of Hanus and Fox (2015) concluded negative effects of game elements 

on intrinsic motivation. This is in line with Mekler, Brühlmann, Tuch and Opwis (2017), who were 
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unable to conclude that external game elements such as rewards, levels and leaderboards are effective 

on intrinsic motivation. This is contrasted with other scholars stating that gamification can positively 

enhance intrinsic motivation (Richter et al., 2015; Seaborn & Fels, 2015). This means that the underlying 

motivational mechanism of how extrinsic game elements can enhance intrinsic motivation still leaves 

room for further exploration.   

  

In order to evoke the full motivational potential of gamification, literature highlights the careful 

consideration of two influential factors: (1) context and (2) the individual game elements. 

  

Firstly, a significant amount of scholars are still unsure about the true effectiveness and therefore 

recommend research on gamification across different contexts (Mekler et al., 2017; Nacke & Deterding, 

2017; Landers, Bauer & Callan, 2017; Seaborn & Fels, 2015). For example, Johnson et al. (2016), 

concluded in their systematic review of the literature that only 59% of all gamification approaches in 

the health and wellbeing context resulted in positive effects on the users. This means that 41% of 

initiatives remain ineffective towards motivation. This is in line with more recent scholars, that reiterate 

a call for a clearer examination on the effectiveness of gamification in the realm of fitness and exercising 

(Cotton & Patel, 2018). Interestingly, despite the growing investments in gamification in the fitness 

sector, literature has been neglecting the effectiveness of gamification in the gym context. 

  

Secondly, it becomes clear that gamification is not a unified concept, as it is suggested to be dependent 

on the context it is provided in (Hamari et al., 2014; Van Roy & Zaman, 2018). It is therefore of utmost 

importance that the gamification design is tailored down to individual end-user, as it does not follow a 

one-size-fits-all approach (Nacke & Deterding, 2017; Nicholson, 2015). In order to adapt towards the 

target audience from the context, it becomes essential to determine the usefulness of specific game 

elements (Sailer, Hense, Mandl & Klevers, 2013; Seaborn & Fels, 2015). These specific game elements 

can for example vary between rewards, leaderboards and challenges. Connecting this to the gym context, 

researching these individual game elements separately becomes crucial as they can strongly differ in 

their effectiveness on intrinsic motivations (Sailer et al., 2017). Additionally, if the evaluation is 

properly done, it can provide a more in-depth design approach for correctly implementing gamification 

in a specific context and therefore the opportunity to successfully enhance intrinsic motivation (Seaborn 

& Fels, 2015). 

1.3 Research Purpose 

The purpose of this study is to fill in the aforementioned gaps and add to the existing body of literature, 

by investigating the influence of individual game elements on the intrinsic motivations for going to the 

gym. Furthermore, this research attempts to investigate how the specific individual game elements can 
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enhance intrinsic motivation through a gamified gym application. The findings of the research are 

suggested to be beneficial, because it proposes how gamification as an extrinsic mechanism can induce 

a more powerful and sustainable form of motivation, which is often suggested of being absent in the 

gym sector. 

  

This research can be deemed as explanatory as it attempts to draw meaningful connections and relations 

between intrinsic motivations and specific game elements in a gym context (Saunders, Lewis & 

Thornhill, 2016). Through this, the underlying motivational effectiveness of gamification on intrinsic 

motivations for the gym can be determined. More specifically, the causality of intrinsic motivations 

from the game elements are established through the lens of Self-Determination Theory by Deci and 

Ryan (1985). Based on the findings of the analysis, the research team will attempt to provide a guide on 

how a gamified application could be designed in order to enhance intrinsic motivation. However, the 

major focus of this study lies on the contribution to theory. 

1.4 Research Questions 

RQ1: How does a gamified gym application influence intrinsic motivations? 

  

RQ2: How can individual game elements in a gamified gym application enhance intrinsic motivations? 

1.5 Delimitations 

First, this research focuses on the consumer perspective of young Swedish adults. More specifically, 

only the age group of young adults (21-25 years old), are included in this study. This study is further 

delimited to the nationality of the participants, as only Swedes participated in this study. This was 

decided by the research team because of the importance of focusing on one type of end-user, leading to 

a more streamlined and accurate scope of the study. 

  

The second delimitation is that this study only discusses the motivational potential of game elements in 

the gym context, indicating that findings of this study are specific to the gym context. This context has 

been chosen by the research team, due to the understudied character of this field and its increased usage 

by gyms such as Nordic Wellness. 

  

The third delimitation is that is study only focuses on intrinsic motivations for going to the gym, hence 

it does not involve extrinsic motives such as appearance-based motives. This was decided, since intrinsic 

motivations are suggested to be the most powerful form of motivation and therefore most intriguing to 

research.   
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1.6 Definitions 

• Challenges: Proposes a task with specific barriers that has to be overcome by the participant 

(Poncin, Garnier, Mimoun & Leclerq, 2017). 

 

• Game: A system in which people engage in an artificial conflict with rules, while striving for a 

discrete outcome or goal (Deterding et al., 2011; Sailer et al., 2017). 

  

• Game elements: Items that bare typical game characteristics, such as points, badges and 

leaderboards (Deterding et al., 2011). 

  

• Gamification: Gamification can be conceptualized as the use of certain game-elements in non-

game context. (Deterding et al., 2011) 

  

• Group Challenges: Group challenges are carefully selected activities where individuals are 

required to work together as a group in order to achieve a common goal, which cannot be 

achieved individually (O’Ciardha, 2006). 

  

• Gym: An outlet specifically focused on providing users with the ability to exercise and maintain 

personal fitness in a non-competitive environment (Sassatelli, 1999). 

  

• Leaderboards: A visualization tool that ranks players according to their achievements with one 

another (Sailer et al., 2017). 

  

• Non-game context: Non-stereotyped settings, outside the realm of game entertainment, 

including contexts such as education, work or health (Deterding et al., 2011).    

  

• Nordic Wellness: Nordic Wellness is Sweden's biggest gym chain with 256.000 current 

members in 202 gyms. In 2018 they introduced gamification for the first time within their 

application with the main goal to eliminate customer frustrations (Nordic Wellness, n.d.). 

  

• Rewards: Anything received by the user for completing an achievement (Weiser, Bucher, 

Cellina & De Luca, 2015). Rewards in this study included points, badges and materialistic items. 

  

• Young adults: Individuals in their young adolescence, reaching from the age of 18-35 years 

(Petry, 2002). 
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2. Frame of Reference 

__________________________________________________________________________________

This section performs a systematic review on the existing literature on intrinsic motivation and 

gamification. First the systematic procedure of literature collection is outlined. Next the guiding theory 

for the study is presented. Then a review on gamification is given, followed by an assessment on the 

most relevant game elements and intrinsic motivations to exercise.    

__________________________________________________________________________________ 

2.1 Systematic Collection of Literature 

In order to generate a deeply grounded understanding of the current development of intrinsic motivation 

and gamification, this research predominantly draws on previous research from 2014 onwards. 

Exceptions were only made with regards to the understanding of motivation, in order to build on the 

most relevant scholars in the field, including the Self-Determination Theory (SDT) by Deci and Ryan 

(1985). 

  

The research team collected literature using the databases of Google Scholar, Web of Science, Primo 

and the Jönköping University library. More specifically, the keyword search was based on the two major 

fields of this research intrinsic motivation and gamification, including intrinsic exercise motivation, 

gamification in exercise and self-determined exercise. A systematic screening of abstracts and 

summaries was made, helping to identify the most relevant articles. Furthermore, key scholars and 

publications within self-determination and gamification were used as a crucial starting point of 

additional manual research. During that process, it became apparent that SDT is a pivotal theoretical 

framework within intrinsic motivation and gamification research and was therefore deemed as most 

suitable for this investigation. In order to assure the highest quality of the frame of reference, the research 

team placed heavier emphasis on literature from journals with higher impact factors (1.1 to 7.23). This 

was deemed as legitimate since this factor indicated the importance of the journal towards the end user 

(Saha, Saint & Christakis, 2003; Law & Leung, 2019). This means that this research is crafted upon key 

scholars from influential journals, such as Computers in Human Behaviour. Due to the nascent character 

of gamification research, this study also includes frequently cited scholars from lower ranked journals 

and conference publications, because these papers provided complementary understandings of intrinsic 

motivations and gamification (see appendix 1). 
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2.2 Self-Determination Theory 

The Self-Determination Theory (SDT), introduced by Deci & Ryan (1985), is one of the most pivotal 

theories that guide an understanding of motivational behavior (Deci & Ryan, 2012; Teixeira, Carraça, 

Markland, Silva & Ryan, 2012). SDT is considered a viable and relevant framework that has become 

widely used within the field of health and exercise (Geller, Renneke, Custer, & Tigue, 2018; Teixeira et 

al., 2012). The theory forms a strong foundation for improved understanding of the relationship between 

exercise behavior and its motivational processes (Ryan & Deci, 2007; Sibley & Bergman, 2018; 

Sylvester, Curran, Standage, Sabiston & Beauchamp, 2018). 

  

According to the SDT-approach, motivation is created through the satisfaction of three basic 

physiological needs, including: The Need for Competence, The Need for Autonomy and The Need for 

Relatedness (Deci & Ryan, 1985; Ryan & Patrick, 2009). 

  

The Need for Competence can be conceptualized as an urge to learn and comprehend in order to elevate 

internal capacities (Deci & Ryan, 1985; White, 1959). In other words, the need for competence can be 

characterized as having a feeling of effectiveness and capability for successfully completing a task 

(Gunnell, Crocker, Mack, Wilson & Zumbo, 2014; Teixeira et al., 2012). In the context of exercise and 

physical activity, competence can be evoked by completing challenges and developing exercise skills 

(Sibley & Bergman, 2018). 

  

The Need for Autonomy can be described as the longing of experiencing activities in a self-governed 

way (Deci & Ryan, 1985). Autonomy is a crucial part of motivation and should be connected with the 

concept of liberty and integration (Deci & Ryan, 2000). In the context for physical workout, autonomy 

can be evoked by having the opportunity of self-endorsed choices (Geller et al., 2018), such as choosing 

more or less difficult workout programs (Sibley & Bergman, 2018). 

  

The Need for Relatedness can be described as the urge for connection with others or more specifically, 

to be liked and taken care of (Ryan, 1993). This concept is closely connected to the theory of attachment 

(Bowlby, 1979) and is likely to get more important over time (La Guardia, Ryan, Couchman & Deci, 

2000). This indicated that the Need for Relatedness in the context of physical activity can be seen as a 

desire to be taken care of, liked or appreciated by other exercisers (Sibley & Bergman, 2018). It is 

characterized by having a meaningful feeling of connectedness and integration with significant others 

(Gunnell et al., 2014). 
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2.2.1 Intrinsic and Extrinsic Motivation 

 
When discussing motivation in the realm of exercise, it is vital to distinguish the difference between 

intrinsic and extrinsic motivation (Johnson et al., 2016). SDT makes a fundamental distinction between 

these two types of motives. In specific, intrinsic motivation means to be moved to do something because 

of internal interests, for one’s own sake, which satisfies the three psychological needs for competence, 

autonomy and relatedness. In contrast to that there are extrinsic motives that can be described as to be 

urged to do something, because one wants to reach a separate outcome than just the activity itself, such 

as looks, money or avoidance of sanctions (Deci & Ryan, 2012; Ryan & Deci, 2000a). 

  

Ryan and Deci (2000b) imply that particular types of goals can either satisfy or hinder the three 

psychological needs. In relation to exercise and the previously stated distinction between intrinsic and 

extrinsic motives, intrinsic motivations have a greater possibility of satisfying the needs and are deemed 

favorable for behavioral change, while extrinsic motivations have an increased likelihood of obstructing 

the satisfaction of the psychological needs (Ryan & Deci, 2000b). If extrinsic motivations are deemed 

to be controlling, intrinsic motivation and self-determination declines (Deci & Ryan, 2012). 

  

However, literature explains that extrinsic interventions can get integrated and internalized if they are 

satisfying the psychological needs for competence, autonomy and relatedness (Ryan & Deci, 2000a; 

Schneider & Kwan, 2013; Sibley & Bergman, 2018). Therefore, when satisfying the three needs, higher 

integrated and autonomous forms of motivation can be experienced, thus intrinsic motivation (Ryan & 

Deci, 2000a, 2000b). These experiences contribute to the identification and personal valuation of people 

with their engagement outcomes, from which enhanced exercise quality can be derived (Gunnell et al., 

2014; Ryan & Deci, 2007; Sylvester et al., 2018; Teixeira et al., 2012). So, reinforced fulfilment of the 

psychological needs leads to strengthened self-determination and therefore appreciated exercise 

behavior in the form of intrinsic motivation (Ryan & Deci, 2000b, 2007) (see figure 1). 

Figure 1. Link between the three psychological needs and intrinsic motivation 

 

(Ryan and Deci, 2000a, 2000b) 



 

 

9  

2.3 Gamification and Self-Determination Theory 

Several authors indicate that gamification might be a very promising strategy to effectively elevate an 

individual’s motivation, thus engage in positive change of behavior (Cugelman, 2013; Richter et al., 

2015; Sardi, Idri & Fernández-Alemán, 2017). Furthermore, gamification and its elements are 

commonly suggested to consist of extrinsic incentives, which, as mentioned before, have the potential 

to enhance intrinsic motivation through satisfying the three needs of SDT (Ryan & Deci, 2000a). 

Accordingly, SDT has become a pivotal framework which helps to frame and understand the intrinsic 

influence of gamification (Rapp, Hopfgartner, Hamari, Linehan & Cena, 2018; Sailer et al., 2017; Van 

Roy & Zaman, 2018). 

  

Some scholars suggest that gamification can have no significant or even negative effects on intrinsic 

motivation (Hanus & Fox, 2015; Mekler et al., 2017). However, this is contrasted by other authors 

stating that gamification can enhance intrinsic motivation through the satisfaction of the three 

psychological needs (Aparicio, Vela, Sánchez & Montes, 2012; Hamari, Koivisto & Sarsa, 2014; 

Richter et al., 2015; Sailer et al., 2017; Seaborn & Fels, 2015; Xi & Hamari, 2019). A similar scenario 

can be observed in the health domain, where the overall effectiveness of individual game elements on 

motivation are diffused (Johnson et al., 2016). Literature shows both positive (Allam, Kostova, 

Nakamoto & Schulz, 2015; Chen & Pu, 2014; Cugelman, 2013; Goh & Razikin, 2015; Hamari & 

Koivisto, 2015) and negative results (Ahn, Johnsen & Ball, 2019; Cotton & Patel, 2018; Zuckerman & 

Gal-Oz, 2014) of gamification on motivation. Additionally, the effectiveness of gamification in a gym 

context remains unexplored. 

  

A possible explanation for the unclarity on the effectiveness of gamification is that the sole 

implementation of game elements is not sufficient to create meaningful results, such as increased 

engagement or higher customer retention (Hamari, 2013). This aligns with the vision of Seaborn and 

Fels (2015) and Nicholson (2012, 2015), who propose that a gamified system needs to be customized 

and adapted towards the end-user. This is in line with Nacke and Deterding (2017) who argue that there 

is no one-size-fits-all approach towards gamification. In order to perform an appropriate adaptation 

towards the targeted group, literature suggests careful consideration of both the context and the 

usefulness of specific game elements (Sailer et al., 2013, 2017; Seaborn & Fels, 2015). Therefore, in 

order to get a meaningful understanding on the effects of gamification on intrinsic motivation, the 

individual game elements and the context need to be further explored through the lens of SDT.  
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2.4 Game Elements 

The most important individual game elements of gamification that are frequently discussed in the 

literature include (1) Rewards, (2) Leaderboards, (3) Challenges and (4) Social Appraisal and 

Information Sharing. 

 

2.4.1 Rewards 

 
According to Hamari et al. (2014), rewards are one of the most frequently used elements in gamification 

design (see figure 2). However, one has to be careful when implementing points into gamification 

campaigns, as Landers et al. (2017) indicate that points alone may result in purposelessness and therefore 

lack of pursuit and engagement. Nicholson (2012) adds to that thought by highlighting that meaningless 

points can even reduce motivation.        

 

When examining the actual consequences of rewards, it becomes obvious, that scholars are significantly 

disagreeing on the actual effectiveness of rewards (Johnson et al., 2016). In specific, scholars such as 

Hamari and Koivisto (2015) conclude very positive results, suggesting that rewards can enhance the 

willingness to exercise. This is in line with Thorsteinsen, Vittersø and Svendsen (2014) that also 

concluded positive effects of rewards. On the flipside, there are scholars that disagree with the positive 

effects of rewards systems, demonstrating that rewards had no significant impact on motivation (Ahn et 

al., 2019; Zuckerman & Gal-Oz, 2014). 

  

Relating the game element of rewards to SDT, Mekler et al. (2017) concluded from their research that 

points specifically did not satisfy the need for competence, yet only increased performance quantity. 

The reasoning behind this is because points were designed as extrinsic incentives in their study. This is 

nonetheless contradicted by other authors, who state that rewards do have the opportunity to fulfill the 

need for competence, because the positive feedback addresses the experience of skill (Aparicio et al., 

2012; Sailer et al., 2017; Weiser et al., 2015). Regarding the need for autonomy, literature suggests that 

rewards might undermine free choice, risking a decrease in autonomy and intrinsic motivation (Ryan & 

Deci, 2000b; Richter et al., 2015). Deterding (2014) confirms this statement but adds that autonomy is 

only perceived if the user considers the reward as informational and not controlling, which also enhances 

the experience of competence. Van Roy and Zaman (2018) support this line of thought in their studies 

within education. According to them, the undermining of the need for autonomy might be motivating to 

some individuals, because it provides the user with a clear goal. Nevertheless, Van Roy and Zaman 

(2018) add that this might cause external pressure. In sum, the implications of rewards still leave room 

for further clarification. 

  

https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S2214782916300380#bb0450
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Figure 2. Screenshot example of Points from Nordic Wellness (n.d.) (left) and Badge from FitBit (n.d.) 

(right) 

 

 

2.4.2 Leaderboards 
 

Another commonly used and highly relevant game element are leaderboards (Hamari et al., 2014; 

Mekler et al., 2017). Thiebes, Lins and Basten (2014) suggest that leaderboards are perfectly suited to 

create contests, as they enable players to challenge each other through comparisons and competition 

(see figure 3). However, this can become problematic if the competition is unwanted (Weiser et al., 

2015). 

  

Scholars express uncertainty about the specific effects of leaderboards. More specifically, some scholars 

report positive effects of leaderboards on physical activity (Allam et al., 2015; Chen & Pu, 2014), 

whereas mixed and negative results were reported by others (Zuckerman & Gal-Oz 2014). Following 

this, Landers et al. (2017) indicated that it is extremely difficult to evaluate the specific contribution of 

leaderboards, as they are hard to isolate. This is in line with Wu, Kankanhalli and Huang (2015) that 

suggest that leaderboards are insufficiently discovered and examined, especially in the realm of 

exercising, despite the increasing rate of usage. 
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Regarding the motivational dimension of leaderboards towards SDT, one can see that scholars agree 

that, similar to rewards, leaderboards can evoke the need for competence, because they visualize 

achievements and provide positive feedback (Aparicio et al., 2012; Mekler et al., 2017; Nacke & 

Deterding, 2017; Richter et al., 2015; Sailer et al., 2017). Nevertheless, it is once again important to 

highlight that this satisfaction will probably only be realized for those on top of the leaderboard and not 

for those at the bottom (Nicholson, 2015; Sailer et al., 2013). This contrast of need satisfaction could 

explain the mixed results in the literature on the topic of leaderboards. Therefore, the effectiveness of 

leaderboards is hard to grasp, due to its complicated nature of exhibiting both positive as well as negative 

effects on users (Richter et al., 2015).    

 

Figure 3. Screenshot example Leaderboard Example from NIKE+ (n.d.) 

 

  

2.4.3 Challenges 

 
Another game element that is directly dependent on the notion of competition are challenges (Cotton & 

Patel, 2018). They could identify a remarkable presence of challenges within gamification, as they 

identified challenges as the third most relevant game element implemented in gamified fitness 

applications (see figure 4).      

 

However, if the competitive aspect of challenges is taken too far and the activity becomes too complex, 

it can induce negative consequences, especially for those with low desire for achievement (Goh & 

Razikin, 2015; Poncin et al., 2017). This aspect is of pivotal importance, since challenges might act as 
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a barrier and induce counterproductive attitudes towards the activity (Toscos, Consolvo & McDonald, 

2011). Two solutions are suggested, on the one hand Weiser et al. (2015) recommend offering different 

levels of difficulties to match participants skill level. Nicholson (2012), contributes to this by saying 

that users of gamification need to be allowed to create their own tools for tracking and achievements. 

On the other hand, Goh and Razikin (2015), suggest offering options that are more focused on the 

collective than the individual. More specifically, the authors indicate that group challenges might be a 

suitable alternative. 

          

With regards to SDT, this collaborative form of completing challenges with teammates is suggested to 

fulfill the need for relatedness through working towards a shared goal (Sailer et al., 2017; Weiser et al., 

2015). Additionally, the successful completion of adequate challenges has the opportunity to enhance 

the need for competence from participants and therefore their motivation (Mekler, Brühlmann, Opwis 

& Tuch, 2013; Van Roy & Zaman, 2018; Weiser et al., 2015). However, challenges do face the risk of 

obstructing the need for autonomy, whereas it forces the participant to behave in a certain way (Poncin 

et al., 2017; Van Roy & Zaman, 2018). 

  

Figure 4. Screenshot example Challenge from 30 Days Fitness Challenge (n.d.) 
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2.4.4 Social Appraisal and Information Sharing 

 
Lastly, literature frequently discusses the social aspect as a crucial element of gamification design, 

which can be divided into social appraisal and information sharing (see figure 5). Social appraisal is 

directly connected towards the concept of encouragement by other peers, whereas information sharing 

helps users to exchange relevant exercise input amongst peers (Goh & Razikin, 2015). 

 

Interestingly, scholars seem to draw a positive connection between the social elements and motivation 

for physical activity (Goh & Razikin, 2015). Chen, Zhang and Pu (2014) for example discovered that 

people in a social setting engaged more in physical activities than those that were not. This finding is 

further developed by Hamari and Koivisto (2013, 2015), that concluded that individuals are positively 

affected by social influence, recognition and reciprocity for their exercise efforts. Their findings indicate 

that this also elevated their likelihood to use the gamified service and that effects are even stronger as 

the number of social ties that use the gamified service increase. In accordance, Goh and Razikin (2015) 

highlight the importance of social networks to effectively motivate users. On top of that, Chen et al. 

(2014) highlight that motivation towards wellness activities can be increased through connecting people 

with similar health interests. 

  

A supportive environment is, according to Ryan and Deci (2000b), essential for the individual to 

establish intrinsic motivation, because it satisfies the need for relatedness. Social elements can be 

remarkably beneficial towards the need for relatedness, which is proven in the context of exercise and 

well-being by Hamari and Koivisto (2015). Furthermore, because of the aforementioned feedback 

functions, including recognition and encouragement, it is suggested that it also satisfies the need for 

competence (Aparicio et al., 2012). All in all, social appraisal and information sharing were mostly 

correlated with positive effects towards intrinsic motivation for exercising, through the satisfaction of 

the need for competence and relatedness.                
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Figure 5. Screenshot example from Runtastic (n.d.), Social Profile (left) and Groups (right) 

 

 

2.5 Intrinsic Motivations to Exercise 

The literature discusses several exercise motivations that are classified as intrinsic. The most common 

intrinsic motives found in the literature are: (1) Personal Health, (2) Enjoyment, (3) Skill Cultivation 

and (4) Social Affiliation and will be discussed below. 

  

Firstly, there is a vast agreement in literature that personal health is suggested as one of the most 

common reasons for why individuals participate in physical activity, regardless of factors such as age, 

gender or level of physical activity (Aaltonen, Rottensteiner, Kapiro & Kujala, 2014; Skov-Ettrup et al., 

2014). A common understanding of the definition of health is that one is in good physical and mental 

condition. According to the literature, personal health can be classified as an intrinsic value, as this 

motive is considered an inherent need and not a separable goal (Sibley & Bergman, 2018; Tylka & 

Homan, 2015; Ryan & Patrick, 2009). 

  

Secondly, another crucial intrinsic motivator to partake in physical activity is the concept of enjoyment. 

According to Aaltonen et al. (2014), enjoyment is the second most frequent motive for exercise after 
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personal health. Enjoyment can be clearly classified as an intrinsic motivator as it stems from the 

inherent perception of the individual (Tylka & Homan, 2015). This becomes even clearer whilst 

revisiting the definition of intrinsic motivation which refers to, “(...) doing something because it is 

inherently interesting or enjoyable” (Ryan & Deci, 2000a, p.55). 

  

Thirdly, skill cultivation is a frequently discussed motivation for exercise in the literature, which is 

described as the inherent drive of improving skills or getting better at an activity (Aaltonen et al., 2014; 

Gunnell et al., 2014; Sibley & Bergman, 2018). From this definition, it becomes obvious that skill 

cultivation is directly connected to intrinsic motivation, as it is an urge that roots in the perception of an 

individual (Geller et al., 2018). 

  

Fourth and lastly, social affiliation is described as the aim of forming meaningful connections with 

others via physical activities, such as exercise (Sebire, Standage & Vansteenkiste, 2008). This 

motivation is commonly referred to a form of intrinsic motivation, which is also confirmed by more 

recent scholars (Duncan et al., 2017; Sibley & Bergman, 2018).  

  



 

 

17  

3. Methodology and Method 

3.1 Methodology 

__________________________________________________________________________________

The first part of this section concerns the methodology, which refers to the concept of how the research 

will be conducted through the topics of research paradigm, approach and design. The second part 

elaborates on the used method, discussing the topics of data collection, sampling method, data analysis 

and ethics of the study. 

__________________________________________________________________________________  

3.1.1 Research Paradigm 

 
The research paradigm is the pivotal philosophical cornerstone in research. The two main paradigms 

within research are positivism and interpretivism (Collis & Hussey, 2014). Positivism is concerned with 

reality being independent and seeking for logical and objective explanations. Positivists mostly conduct 

research through quantitative methods, whereas they assume social phenomena can be measured. 

Interpretivism sees reality as highly subjective and emphasizes on analyzing the complicatedness of the 

social phenomena and obtain interpretive understanding. Opposed to positivism, qualitative methods 

are mostly used by interpretivists to seek for meaning rather than frequency (Krauss, 2005; Weber, 

2004). 

  

In order to generate meaningful answers to the research questions, it has been decided to utilize an 

interpretivist research paradigm. This paradigm was specifically chosen because it enables the res1earch 

team to create a meaningful understanding of the answers given by the participants about how game 

elements impact intrinsic motivation in a gym context (Tobin & Begley, 2004). In particular, it guides 

the development of the underlying rationales of how specific game elements influence intrinsic 

motivation and how it could be enhanced. Observations are expected to be complex, heterogeneous and 

subjective, which is in line with the interpretivism research philosophy (Saunders et al., 2016). 

Therefore, it becomes obvious that the research team intentionally distances themselves from a positivist 

paradigm, as this study does not intent to investigate the phenomenon in a numerical examination but is 

seeking for a deeply rooted understanding and meaning (Krauss, 2005).   

 

3.1.2 Research Approach 

 
Following the understanding of the interpretivist point of view, the data collected will be with an 

inductive approach, in which theory will be derived as a consequence of the data collection and analysis 

(Collis & Hussey, 2014; Mantere & Ketokivi, 2013). More specifically, this research seeks to analyze 

how the game elements can impact intrinsic motivation in the unexplored context of the gym and how 
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these game elements could be designed to enhance the intrinsic motivations of the participants. The 

findings will be analyzed and connected through the lens of SDT, thus the research team attempts to 

find meaningful connections of empirical data to theory and from there strives to add to the existing 

body of literature. In contrast, deductive research is conducted from existing theory that is tested by 

empirical observations (Mantere & Ketokivi, 2013). However, this paper is not testing a theory in a 

numerical way. Therefore, this research cannot be considered deductive, but instead uses an inductive 

approach by making meaningful connections between the observations and the frame of reference in 

order to contribute to the literature. Hence, this research attempts to build and expand on these theories 

through the inductive nature of this study (Mantere & Ketokivi, 2013). 

 

This research is outlined as followed: 

  

1. Identification of intrinsic motives for going to the gym. Exposure to gamified app and 

observation of intrinsic motivational effects of game elements on individuals. 

2. Analysis and comparison of findings with theories introduced in the frame of reference. 

3. Recommendation on how gamification as an external tool can influence and possibly enhance 

intrinsic motivation in the gym context. 

 

3.1.3 Research Design 

 
The research design plays an important role when trying to answer the research questions. In this case, 

a qualitative research design was chosen in order to understand the intrinsic motivations of individuals 

choosing to exercise in the gym, as well as reasoning of how gamification influences these intrinsic 

motivations. This is in line with a qualitative approach as it does look for underlying meaning that is not 

deemed to be visualized in a numerical way (Lin, 1998; Krauss, 2005). This means that this research 

approach stands in contrast to a quantitative research approach, as quantitative is not suitable to develop 

a deeply rooted understanding of the phenomena and its underlying reasons (Collis & Hussey, 2014; 

Krauss, 2005). Furthermore, the qualitative research approach provides the researchers with the 

possibility to use interviews in order to craft an understanding on how game elements can impact 

intrinsic motivations for going to the gym. This offers the individuals the opportunity to fully express 

their opinions, emotions and thoughts on the subject under investigation (Saunders et al., 2016). This is 

in line with the aforementioned purpose to generate rich, subjective and qualitative data that helps to 

draw meaningful connections and insights to the research questions. 
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3.2 Method 

3.2.1 Primary Data 

 
Because of the nascent character of the research topic, four pilot interviews were conducted, before the 

actual implementation of the study. Furthermore, a phone interview with the managing director of the 

gamified application of Nordic Wellness was conducted, in order to develop a better understanding of 

the application with specific regards to its gamification strategy. This initial triangulation was a crucial 

step in order to develop an understanding of the topic and test the overall feasibility of the study (Van 

Teijlingen & Hundley, 2002). Because of rich, meaningful and promising findings, the research team 

decided to proceed with an intensive collection of primary data.   

 

Primary data can be defined as data collected centered towards a specific goal of research (Hox & Boeije, 

2005). Primary Data will be presented through the empirical findings. Following the inductive set-up of 

the study, the research team aims to create meaningful answers from empirical findings, through 15 

face-to-face semi-structured interviews (see table 1). The specific use of interviews as a research method 

allowed to specifically answer the research questions, because they gather meaningful, heterogenous 

and deep-rooted understandings of the phenomena (Longhurst, 2003). Furthermore, the semi-structured 

nature of this method allowed the researchers to be adaptive and flexible, as only major themes and 

pivotal research questions were used as a guide. This means that the research team was equipped with 

the key cornerstones only, allowing for flexibility, adaptation and probing. Thus, the interviewee was 

able to express their attitudes more freely, which enabled richer and meaningful data (Longhurst, 2003). 

In order to capture the data, audio recording and also notes were taken during the interviews to capture 

important statements and to show the importance of the participants’ responses (Saunders et al., 2016).  
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Table 1. Participant Overview 

Participant Age 
Date of 

Interview 
Duration Type 

1 22 18/3/19 40 min Face-to-face 

2 22 18/3/19 60 min Face-to-face 

3 21 18/3/19 70 min Face-to-face 

4 21 18/3/19 60 min Face-to-face 

5 25 19/3/19 70 min Face-to-face 

6 22 19/3/19 40 min Face-to-face 

7 21 19/3/19 60 min Face-to-face 

8 25 20/3/19 60 min Face-to-face 

9 22 20/3/19 60 min Face-to-face 

10 21 20/3/19 70 min Face-to-face 

11 21 20/3/19 60 min Face-to-face 

12 24 20/3/19 55 min Face-to-face 

13 22 26/3/19 60 min Face-to-face 

14 22 1/4/19 65 min Face-to-face 

15 25 2/4/19 50 min Face-to-face 

  

3.2.2 Sampling Approach 

 
Sampling techniques within research are utilized to select the wanted subjects within a population. The 

common rationale behind these sampling techniques is the impossibility to research the whole 

population (Etikan, Musa, & Alkassim, 2016). In order to get access to relevant primary data, a non-

probability sampling approach was applied. This means that not all individuals have been given the 

opportunity to participate in this study (Etikan et al., 2016). More specifically, purposive sampling was 

chosen as sampling technique. 

  

This technique can be described as a strategic selection of subjects based on specific qualities. This was 

deemed most relevant as a specific target group was identified for the investigation. This group was 

suggested to provide richer data, due to their experience and familiarity with the phenomena of gyms 

and gamification (Etikan, et al., 2016). In order to ensure that the participants were able to answer the 

research question in a meaningful way, they had to fulfil three specific criteria (Robinson, 2014). Firstly, 
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Nordic Wellness gym membership was chosen due to the implementation of a gamified system in their 

mobile application in 2018 and promise of further development with new features in 2019 (Nordic 

Wellness, n.d.). Secondly, young adults were chosen as they hold higher affinity with technology and 

digital embracement (Broady, Chan & Caputi, 2010). Thirdly, Swedish nationality was chosen since 

Swedes hold the highest gym membership to inhabitant ratio in Europe (Rutgers et al., 2019), indicating 

high preference towards exercising in the gym. In sum, the research team believes that these criteria 

enhance the likelihood of meaningful answers towards the research questions 

 

3.2.3 Semi-structured Interviews 

 
The semi-structured set-up was chosen in order to be flexible in the exploration of new understandings, 

without losing focus on the crucial concepts. This is in line with the interpretivist research paradigm, as 

the semi-structured interviews enable the generation of a deep understanding of phenomena (Collis & 

Hussey, 2014), such as of intrinsic motivation and gamification 

  

The interviews were entirely conducted face-to-face in a pleasing and welcoming setting in the group 

rooms at Jönköping International Business School (JIBS). As the participants are students at JIBS, the 

research team deemed the location as valuable as the participants were in a familiar setting, enabling to 

be relaxed and express their honest opinions. With the signing of the consent letter, the participants 

agreed to hold the interview in English (see appendix 2). This was deemed as legitimate since all the 

participants are enrolled in full time studies held in English and hold a language proficiency diploma 

(TOEFL). Clarifications, visualizations and examples were provided in the participants’ native 

language, in case of misunderstandings (Welch & Piekkari, 2006). 

 

3.2.4 Interview Questions 

 
The major purpose of the interview questions was to discover how an extrinsic tool can evoke intrinsic 

motivation. This was done through asking mostly open-ended questions. Nevertheless, closed-ended 

questions and probes were utilized when it was deemed necessary, for example to establish confirmation 

and mutual understanding (Collis & Hussey, 2014). This was a crucial step that was based on an insight 

of the four pilot interviews as these showed that the topic is relatively heterogeneous and subjective. 

  

The interview consisted of three main parts. The first part dealt with explanation of the study, self-

introduction and rapport building. This was done to establish a positive and open environment, which 

enables participants to freely express their opinions (Walsh & Bull, 2011). The second part was 

concerned with the domain of physical exercise and motivations of the participants for going to the gym. 

In specific, the main focus was on the examination of their intrinsic motivation. This was the base for 

the third and last part involved a questionnaire about the Nordic Wellness mobile application and 



 

 

22  

discussion of the effects of the game elements on the participants (see appendix 3). Hereby, the 

application of Nordic Wellness was utilized to provide the participant with meaningful examples, to 

enforce richness of the findings (see appendix 4).   

  

The interview questions are aligned with the existing literature, whereas the questions are related to 

intrinsic motivations for going to the gym, as well as separate evaluation of the opinions on the multiple 

game elements discussed before. SDT was also implemented in the questions with regard to the 

effectiveness of the game elements, which was validated by the frame of reference and four pilot 

interviews as an applicable approach. Therefore, the interview questions are based on the frame of 

reference and the experiences from the pilot interviews. The interview questions also provided space for 

potential new insights, such as thoughts of other potential elements that could be implemented in order 

to induce intrinsic motivation. All of this aligns with the inductive approach of the study, where 

observations and frame of reference are meaningfully connected and theory is built upon and expanded 

(Mantere & Ketokivi, 2013). 

 

3.2.5 Data Analysis 

 
This research used a thematic analysis (TA) approach, which is a method of data analysis. TA deals with 

the systematic comprehension of raw data, by identifying patterns (Aronson, 1995; Vaismoradi, 

Turunen & Bondas, 2013). It focuses on meaning across the data, which provides the researchers with 

improved insights and sense making of the shared experiences. TA provides an entry to qualitative 

researchers to make complex information more simplified. This form of analysis instructs researchers 

how to systematically code and analyze qualitative data and link it towards the relevant broader 

theoretical perspective (Braun & Clarke, 2006). 

 

Therefore, the research team followed a six-step process based on TA. The first step was to get familiar 

with the recorded data and initial scan of transcripts. During the second step, the researcher crafted initial 

codes and labeled the data towards potentially important information to the research. This was done 

with great precision and care in order to avoid negation of any interesting findings. After that, the 

researchers identified major themes that emerged from the codes. These themes represent meaningful 

patterns within the data. In the fourth step the team performed a quality check on the emerged themes, 

evaluating which themes were essential towards the research questions and which ones could be 

discarded. The fifth step then elaborated on the importance of the chosen themes and their meaning. In 

this stage, the researchers interpreted and connected the emerged data to the theory. The sixth and last 

step included the comprehensive representation of the findings. This was done by the implementation 

of key passages and quotes to illustrate the findings and contributions. Furthermore, meaningful 

connections between the frame of reference and the analysis were made (Braun & Clarke, 2006). 
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3.3 Ethics 

Research ethics can be defined as the appropriate conduct of the researcher towards all participants that 

can be affected by the study. Although, this is sometimes neglected, ethics play a central role in business 

research, as they govern the entire research from start to end (Saunders et al., 2016). Therefore, fair, 

moral and responsible research guided the research progress from day one. Following this, one of the 

most pivotal challenges in business research is the free-willed participation of the participants (Bell & 

Bryman, 2007). In order to ensure this, the first hurdle of the researches was to ensure that individuals 

wanted to participate voluntarily in the study. In specific, the research team approached the individuals 

via social networks and informed them rigorously about the purpose and participant implications of a 

possible participation in the study. Only if this first contact was positive, the researchers proceed with 

booking a meeting. As mentioned before, group rooms at JIBS were selected as a comfortable setting 

with a flexible time frame at the participants disposal. The participants were handed a consent agreement 

(see appendix 2) prior to the interviews that secured their privacy, including their anonymity and 

confidentiality. 

 

3.3.1 Anonymity and Confidentiality 

 
The concepts of anonymity and confidentiality are two crucial components of honest and true research 

(Bell & Bryman, 2007; Saunders et al., 2016). Anonymity assures the participant to remain undisclosed 

throughout the entire research, whereas confidentiality aims to ensure that the specific information 

provided by the participants stays protected (Bell & Bryman, 2007)        

 

Anonymity was ensured by the aforementioned consent agreement and assured the complete anonymity 

to all participants (Bell & Bryman, 2007). This was done in order to achieve increased response rates, 

establish an open and honest environment and to encourage free expression of opinions (Collis & 

Hussey, 2014). The participants were informed that they only would be mentioned as numbers in 

contrast to their real names in the study. Moreover, the interviewer encouraged the interviewee 

beforehand to express their completely honest opinion in order to develop a deeply rooted understanding 

of the phenomena. 

  

Confidentiality, played a crucial role in this research as it is directly related towards secure access, 

handling and storage of data (Bell & Bryman, 2007; Saunders et al., 2016). Confidentiality is 

immediately connected to the concept of anonymity, as it can be seen as a tool to enhance confidential 

research procedure and create trust (Novak, 2014). Therefore, participants were informed beforehand 

about the secure and untraceable handling and storage of the obtained data. 
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3.3.2 Credibility 

 
Credibility plays a crucial role in establishing trustworthiness of a research (Lincoln & Guba, 1985; 

Shenton, 2004). More specifically, a study can be deemed as credible if researchers are able to execute 

and report their research in a correct and clearly identifiable way (Cope, 2014). Furthermore, because 

of the qualitative nature of this study, this is of pivotal importance since researchers are the major 

collectors of data and analysis (Patton, 1990). However, according to Saunders et al. (2016), this can be 

regulated by precise preparation. Therefore, the researchers followed a rigorous preparation procedure 

in order to develop highest level of credibility. 

  

Firstly, the research team acquired a significant amount of knowledge about the motives to exercise and 

gamification as formulated in the frame of reference. Furthermore, the team could draw valuable insights 

from four pilot-interviews. This means that all three researchers had required experience and knowledge 

of the phenomenon under investigation, allowing for data triangulation. In specific, the three researchers 

were continuously cross-comparing understandings, in order to reduce biases (Collis & Hussey, 2014).   

  

Secondly, according to Saunders et al. (2016), credibility of interviews can be enhanced by providing 

the interviewee with meaningful information and themes regarding the interview. In this case the 

research team informed the participants about the relevance of exercise motivations and the gamified 

application of Nordic Wellness, in order to raise awareness and provide useful information.   

 

3.3.3 Transferability 

 
Transferability can be defined as the degree to which empirical findings are applicable to similar 

contexts allowing for generalization (Malterud, 2001). However, one has to take into consideration that 

qualitative studies usually include small sized samples and are highly dependent on the specific context 

the study was conducted on (Shenton, 2004). According to Guba (1981), social and behavioral 

phenomena are context bound, thus it is becoming basically impossible to make statements that are 

generally applicable. Hence, purposeful sampling is not a method that can be generalized. 

  

Nevertheless, through this sampling method the researchers can maximize the scope of our findings. 

Accordingly, to add to the transferability of the investigation, this study aimed to provide the reader 

with an extensive description of the purposive sampling approach, rich descriptive data and relevant 

contextual information (Guba, 1981). More specifically, a significant effort was made to provide the 

reader with a clear-cut description of the target group, gym context and the phenomena of SDT, intrinsic 

motivations and gamification. By doing so, the study aims to enable other scholars to conduct a similar 

research approach, which can then be applied to other contexts and settings (Cope, 2014; Koch, 2006; 

Saunders et al., 2016).   
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3.3.4 Dependability 

 
Dependability highlights the importance of conducting a research in a systematic, transparent and 

detailed way, in order to make the study more reliable and replicable (Anney, 2014; Shenton, 2004). 

Dependability can be enhanced by audit-trails, stepwise replication, coding and recoding, triangulation 

and peer-examination (Anney, 2014). In specific, audit-trail was performed by having an outside peer 

cross checking raw data, interview notes or records. Stepwise replication describes the process of having 

two or more researchers conducting an analysis on the same data (Anney, 2014). This was done by the 

three researchers, as they individually and self-critically analyzed the data before double check findings 

with each other. This enabled the researchers to evaluate and confirm the findings in a particular, 

systematic and rigorous manner. Code-recording mechanisms was conducted by coding the data two 

times within a specific time period (Anney, 2014). This was deemed of crucial importance to create a 

code and theme agreement between the researchers. Lastly, the team engaged in active peer examination, 

which includes the discussion of the findings with a neutral peer-researcher (Anney, 2014). This was 

done by the opposition group and tutor, which secured honest and adequate implementation of generally 

accepted research practices.       

 

3.3.5 Confirmability 

 
Confirmability indicates the degree to which findings and assumptions can be completely derived from 

empirical data (Collis & Hussey, 2014; Tobin & Begley, 2004). This is comparable to the concept of 

impartiality, as the researcher has to fully display that the findings stem from explicitly observations, 

passages and quotes, rather than personal opinions of the investigation (Guba, 1981; Shenton, 2004). 

This might be achieved through audit trail, triangulation and reflective journaling (Anney, 2014). Audit 

trail and triangulation was applied in this research as mentioned above. Interviews were conducted until 

findings started to emerge repeatedly from the data, hence being saturated (Guest, Bunce & Johnson, 

2006; Saunders et al, 2016). Furthermore, data was verified in a sense that different opinions and 

interpretations were obtained from multiple participants on the same phenomena, to craft a meaningful 

and unbiased understanding of the motives for going to the gym and the effectiveness of gamified 

mechanisms (Saunders et al., 2016). Confirmation of these findings were done through providing 

documentation for the statements, such as interview quotes. Lastly, a personal reflection journal was 

established by the research team to enhance confirmability (Anney, 2014).  
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4. Empirical Findings 

__________________________________________________________________________________

This section showcases the empirical findings extracted from the interviews, related to RQ1 and RQ2. 

Firstly, the intrinsic exercise motives of the participants are introduced. Secondly, the themes regarding 

the perceived motivational influences of the game elements are demonstrated. 

_________________________________________________________________________________ 

  

A comprehensive description of each participants is presented in table 2. This table indicates a 

complication of key demographics that is in line with the aforementioned purposive sampling criteria 

of the participants. This table has been chosen to trace back to the specific statements and quotes of each 

participant. Furthermore, this allows to draw specific and meaningful parallels and misalignments in the 

perception of the different motives and game elements. The participants will be referred to as 

‘Participant #’, or (P#).   

4.1 Background 

The participants fall all under the category of young adults, with a median age of 22 years (Petry, 2002). 

All participants stated that attending the gym at Nordic Wellness is their main mode of exercising at the 

moment. Gender distribution can be classified as equal as eight male and seven female participants were 

included in this study. Furthermore, participants are significantly familiar with Nordic Wellness as they 

have been training around two and a half years at Nordic on average. Only participant 4 has an 

experience under one year, however it was deemed as legitimate to include this participant, because of 

high familiarity with the gamification mechanisms of Nordic Wellness. In general, the participants 

showed a high frequency of going to the gym with an average of around four sessions per week. This 

indicated that gym participation plays a pivotal role in the participant’s everyday life. 

  

"I love it [going to the gym]. I can't remember a time when I woke up, I was like, oh, I don't 

want to go to the gym today. It's one of the best parts of my day."(P5) 
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Table 2. Compilation of interview participants 

Participant Age Gender Years at Nordic Wellness Trainings per week 

1 22 Female 2.5years 3 

2 22 Female 2.5years 3-4 

3 21 Female 2.5years 3-5 

4 21 Female 0.5years 3 

5 25 Male 2.5years 5-6 

6 22 Male 2.5years 5 

7 21 Female 4 years 7 

8 25 Female 6 years 6 

9 22 Male 2.5years 3 

10 21 Male 2.5years 3 

11 21 Female 2.5years 3-4 

12 24 Male 2.5years 7 

13 22 Male 1.5years 3-4 

14 22 Male 2.5years 3 

15 25 Male 4 years 5 

Average 22.2 

8 Male 

 

7 Female 

2.73 years 4.3 
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4.2 Intrinsic Motivations for Gym Exercise 

When outlining the primary intrinsic motivators for going to the gym (see table 3), it becomes clear that 

no additional intrinsic motivators were found for the gym that differ from the literature. 

  

Table 3. Description of Intrinsic Motivations for Gym Exercise 

1. Themes 2. Codes 3. Description 
 

Personal 

Health 

Physical Health, Feel Good, Take 

Care, Wellbeing, Mental Health, 

Injury Prevention, Clear my mind 

This theme can be described as the urge of going to the 

gym due to health-related aspect. These include mental 

and physical health but also injury recovery or 

prevention. 

 

 

 

Enjoyment 
Enjoy, Fun, I like it, Excitement, 

Pleasure 

Enjoyment indicates the feel an inherent pleasure for 

going to the gym. 

 

 

Skill 

Cultivation 

Stronger, Faster, Better, Skilled, 

Prepared 

Skill Cultivation was described by the participants as 

an internal driver of getting better at an activity, 

including certain gym exercise, but also hiking or 

running. 

 

 

Social 

Affiliation 

Social part, Friends, Help each 

other, Give tips 

Social Affiliation was described as being motivated by 

others, especially friends. Social ties gave the 

participants positive feeling, thus making them more 

tempted to go to the gym. 

 

  

Participants highly valued intrinsic motivation in the gym context, as they see gym exercise as an 

extremely personal experience that is very individual, me-centric and subjective. Moreover, the 

importance lays in having an individual focus, drive and control about their exercising at the gym, in 

contrast to being pressured by others. This is in line with participant 9 that emphasizes on the concept 

an internal force. 

  

“I am not externally forced; it is not that someone else forces me to go to the gym. I maybe force 

myself because I want to reach something or get stronger. It's an internal pressure.”(P9) 
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The participants showed a degree of awareness of their intrinsic motivation. They even stated that 

extrinsic motives are not as motivating as the internal motives, because they are not in line with their 

personal aims, thus not perceived as sustainable in the long run. 

  

“I believe more in the intrinsic of why I need to work out. The intrinsic motivations are probably 

stronger. It is a strong motivator in the long run.”(P5) 

  

When categorizing the participants answers to specific motives, it became apparent, that personal health, 

enjoyment, skill cultivation and social affiliation were all perceived as intrinsically motivating. The most 

important motive of gym attendance that was indicated by almost all the participants is personal health. 

This is a deeply intrinsic motive as 14 out of 15 participants stated that they perceived this motive as an 

inherent, non-external drive. 

  

“I go to the gym, because I want to stay healthy. Not because I always enjoy it, but because I 

feel it's an obligation to take care of myself.”(P4) 

  

The second most important driver of going to the gym is the reason of enjoyment. Similar to personal 

health, this motive was primarily perceived as intrinsically motivating as 10 out of 15 participants stated 

that they enjoy the workout. 

  

“I consider it [going to the gym] as something fun to do. For the majority of the workouts, I 

think it's fun.”(P9) 

  

These participants perceived working out as enjoyable already during the actual process of conducting 

the specific exercises that was described as a perception that was acquired over a longer period of time, 

as stated by participant 14. 

  

“I've been working out since I was a kid, so I enjoy the physical beating of your body, knowing 

that you're doing something good to your body.”(P14) 

  

Another frequently stated motive to engage in gym exercise according to participant 5, 7, 9, 10 and 15, 

is the improvement of skill cultivation. This has been categorized as very intrinsic motive, as participants 

aim to improve themselves and their own capabilities for their own sake.       

 

“It's [when at the gym] a period of time where I personally feel like the strongest, because I feel 

like I'm actually good at something. I know that I'm doing great (...) it's a special feeling. -  I 

like the feeling of getting better.”(P7) 
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Social Affiliation was conceptualized as the factor of getting motivated by exercising together with 

others. This became obvious as participants stated that exercising gets more enjoyable when training 

together (P1, P4, P6). 

  

“If I'm with a couple of friends, then I become motivated because I work out with them or see 

them there.”(P4) 

  

Furthermore, participants stated that they are still internally motivated but perceive training with a 

partner as an additional push, adding another dimension to the motivational layers of training together 

(P11, P15). The additional motivation character so train together was developed by participant 15, as he 

valued the information input, which might be beneficial for workout success, thus perceived as 

motivating. 

  

“That's [get more motivated] generally why I like working out with a partner. Because you can 

help each other and give each other tips and look at each other’s form, tell you, if you did this, 

maybe that would help.”(P15) 

  

The findings on the intrinsic motivations for gym exercise from the participants are summarized in table 

4. 
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Table 4. Overview of intrinsic motivation per participant 

Participant Personal Health Enjoyment Skill Cultivation Social Affiliation 

1 X X 
 

X 

2 X X 
 

X 

3 X X 
  

4 X 
  

X 

5 X X X 
 

6 X X 
 

X 

7 
 

X X 
 

8 X 
 

 

 

9 X X X 
 

10 X X X 
 

11 X 
  

X 

12 X 
   

13 X 
   

14 X X 
  

15 X X X X 

  

4.3 Intrinsic Motivation influencers of Game Elements 

The discussed game elements with the participants were rewards, leaderboards, challenges, group 

challenges, social appraisal and information sharing. In response to that, three major themes arose of 

how these game elements can potentially have an impact on their identified intrinsic gym exercise 

motivations. These themes consist of mastery, self-control and connectivity (see table 5) and will be 

separately elaborated upon in the upcoming sections. 
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Table 5. Description of intrinsic motivation influencers of Game Elements 

1.Themes 2.Sub-themes 3.Codes 4.Description 

Mastery 

Self -

Confirmation 

and 

Progression 

Confirmation, Achievement, 

Appraisal, Satisfaction, 

Accomplishment, Progression 

Mastery describes the sense of 

skillfulness people received from game 

elements. Unperceived 

Mastery and 

Incapability 

 
Positive 

Pressure 
 

Self-Control, External Control, 

Responsibility, Pressure, 

Stress, Force, Autonomous 

 

Self-Control was described as the degree 

to which game elements could impact 

the participant's individual level of 

voluntarily participation. 
 

Self-Control 
Negative 

Pressure 

 
Unperceived 

Pressure 

Connectivity 

Collectivism Comparison, Individual, 

Community, Collective, Team 

aspect, Bragging 

Connectivity was described as the 

degree to which participants felt 

connected to one another once engaging 

in the gamified mechanisms. 
Comparison 

  

4.3.1 Mastery 

 
The first major theme that arose from the interviews was the aspect of mastery (see table 6). Game 

elements such as rewards, challenges, and information sharing had a significant effect on gym exercise 

motivation through creating the feeling of mastery. Social appraisal had only a minor impact on the 

motives. Group challenges did not significantly induce the feeling of mastery. The theme unfolds into 

two major dimensions: (1) self-confirmation and progression, (2) unperceived mastery and incapability. 
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Table 6. Mastery as motivation influencer - self-confirmation and progression in green, unperceived 

mastery in yellow and incapability in red 

Participant Rewards Leaderboards Challenges 
Social 

Appraisal 

Information 

Sharing 

1      

2      

3      

4      

5      

6      

7      

8      

9      

10      

11      

12      

13      

14      

15      

4.3.1.1 Self-Confirmation and Progression 

The positive feeling of mastery was brought up by the participants in two ways: self-confirmation and 

progression. Firstly, the feeling of mastery was evoked if participants felt confirmation on their exercise 

routines. This means that the feedback from the game elements gave them a sense of proficiency. The 

game element that mainly evoked this feeling are rewards, as 10 out of 15 participants indicated a feeling 

of confirmation after receiving a reward. 

  

“I think I’ll be like wow; I've actually gone to the gym this many times. Wow, good job on me. 

I would say that it [reward] would probably trigger me to go to the next workout, because 

achievements are fun. That means that I've actually been to the gym so many times.”(P8) 
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Social appraisal and leaderboards were also perceived in a similar way. Especially comments in an 

online gym community were identified as cues of individual confirmation and leaderboards provided 

the sense of being the best to participants. 

  

“It [social appraisal] could probably give me, like self-confirmation and that's a positive 

feeling.”(P9) 

  

Secondly, the feeling of mastery was also induced when participants felt that they were progressing with 

the help of the elements. This became mainly apparent with challenges and information sharing. In 

specific, challenges were perceived as extremely positive, as all the participants stated that fulfilling a 

challenge would make them feel empowered, more skilled and fulfilled. 

  

“Then it's more about the skills I think, I feel like I'm doing better at this. I would get stronger; 

I could lift heavier weights or jump higher in dance classes. I could do things better and I'm not 

that exhausted as I were the first time, it would be more skills related.”(P2) 

  

It was also perceived as important to have challenges that are within the reach of the individual's 

capabilities, in order to obtain the motivating character of this game element. 

  

“I mean, that [challenge] sounds fun. It should be something like I mean hard, but doable.”(P4) 

  

Information sharing also helped with the perception of progression for 10 out of 15 participants, which 

would make them more motivated for going to the gym. More precisely, through obtaining relevant 

exercise tips and diet recommendations, people would gather valuable information to elevate their own 

exercise routines.   

  

“Because someone sharing an achievement is not something that I can use to improve my 

exercise, but if someone wants to post like a diet or their workout regime that's something that 

I can take and something that I can use in order to improve my information that I can use to 

work out better or become more healthy.”(P10) 

4.3.1.2 Unperceived Mastery and Incapability 

The second subtheme was described as unperceived mastery and incapability. Participants stated that 

they did not perceive any sense of self-confirmation or progression from the elements regarding their 

ability to work out. This was true in the cases of rewards, leaderboards, and social appraisal (see table 

6). With regards to rewards, 5 out of 15 participants stated that they would not feel any sign of mastery 

and therefore no increase in gym motivation. The rewards were merely seen as a bonus by the 
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participants, without any effect on their gym workout motivation. This line of thought was similar 

concerning leaderboards, where 7 out of 15 participants stated they did not perceive any value from 

leaderboards with regards to a sense of mastery. This holds also for social appraisal, as four participants, 

stated that they do not place any meaning on other peoples’ reactions. 

  

“It [reward] is a complement, but it wouldn't make me a better person to work out.”(P5) 

  

“No, I don't really value that [social appraisal]. Like I said, I value my own personal progress 

more than other people's comments.”(P10) 

  

A noteworthy observation was mentioned by participant four, stating that leaderboards could induce the 

feeling of incapability, thus significantly demotivate her. Even though only participant 4 stated this, it 

was deemed relevant due to be a remarkable outlier to the aforementioned observations. 

  

“I would change gym, because it's embarrassing and it wouldn't motivate me at all. As a person 

with a history of low confidence, being at the bottom is not going to motivate me to become 

better, that's just gonna beat me down even more.”(P4) 

 

4.3.2 Self-Control 

 
The second theme that arose from the analysis was the aspect of self-control. All the participants stated 

that they could feel urged to go to the gym by a specific game element (see table 7). Specifically, game 

elements such as rewards, leaderboards, challenges and group challenges had a remarkable impact on 

gym exercise motivation by impacting the degree of perceived self-control through pressure, whereas 

social appraisal had only a minor impact on the motives. Interestingly, the aspect of pressure unfolds 

into two major dimensions, including positive and negative pressure. An additional third dimension was 

that of unperceived pressure.    
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Table 7. Self-Control as motivation influencer - positive pressure in green, unperceived pressure in 

yellow and negative pressure in red 

Participant Rewards Leaderboards Challenges 
Group 

Challenges 

Social 

Appraisal 

1      

2      

3      

4      

5      

6      

7      

8      

9      

10      

11      

12      

13      

14      

15      

4.3.2.1 Positive Pressure 

The first type of pressure that was frequently brought up was positive pressure. This type of pressure is 

mainly concerned with providing the participants an extra push or a boost while maintaining their self-

control. Positive pressure was most occurrent with the game elements of rewards, challenges and group 

challenges. Challenges provided the participants most often with positive pressure, whereas 10 out of 

15 participants stated that their motivation increased through positive pressure experienced from 

challenges. 

  

“I think it's probably a good pressure. I think that I actually need the pressure in order to 

actually perform.”(P9) 
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Both rewards and group challenges were mostly connected to positive pressure, as 9 out of 15 

participants were positively urged to attend the gym through these game elements. 

  

“If I add to the team's points, then I would be motivated by that. I would actually go to the gym 

more, like come on girls, we need to go to this class. And we can do exercises together and also 

get a reward, that will make me more motivated.”(P2) 

  

Additionally, 2 out of 15 participants felt that leaderboards provided them with positive pressure that 

increased their gym exercise motivation. 

  

“Competitive spirit is a big thing for humans, for me it [leaderboards] is absolutely motivating, 

everyone wants to be the best, right?”(P15) 

4.3.2.2 Negative Pressure 

The second type of pressure that was perceived by the participants was negative pressure. This type was 

mainly perceived from leaderboards, but also social appraisal, challenges, group challenges and rewards 

(see table 7). In specific, 7 out of the 15 participants experienced negative pressure from leaderboards, 

which caused the participants to become demotivated by the game element. This negative pressure was 

mostly described as a feeling of losing self-control and obtaining anxiety or stress. Participant 4 stated 

she would even start to feel hunted. 

  

“I would have the pressure of these people are like hunting, they're after me. I mean someone 

is going to overtake me and then I have to work out even more and to the point where I don't 

feel like it's for me, then it's for someone else and trying to keep them away from reaching my 

position.”(P4) 

  

Leaderboards would have a significant impact on users as participant 4, leading to termination of their 

gym membership.   

  

“Jesus Christ, no. I want to like change gym immediately. I mean, peer pressure, that's 

[leaderboards] just a very competitive environment that I would hate.”(P4) 

  

So, negative pressure was the most apparent demotivator in the game element of leaderboards. 

Nevertheless, it also occurred in other game elements, such as social appraisal, where 2 out of 15 

participants would feel that the negative pressure arising from this element and would negatively affect 

their gym motivation. 
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“I think it [social appraisal] would pressure myself or it would reward me and make me want 

to do a bit more, but then at some point it will turn into pressure and stress.”(P2) 

  

Rewards, challenges and group challenges could also be perceived as negative pressure by participant 

6, 7 and 14, because it would force them into situation out of their own comfort and control. 

  

“It [challenges] is kind of hurting me, since you are pressuring yourself to the extent where you 

know that maybe I'm not actually capable of this.”(P7) 

  

4.3.2.3 Unperceived Pressure 

Unperceived pressure was a third dimension that came apparent from the interview analysis; however, 

it held no significant impact on the gym motivations of the participants. The participants that stated this 

form of pressure, emphasized that they felt that the game elements did not induce any form of pressure 

on them, neither motivating nor demotivating. This was, according to the participants, because they did 

not value the elements enough since it was not in their personal interest. They stated that they are 

extremely individually focused and therefore not enabling specific game elements to influence them as 

an external pressure. As can be seen from table 7, this was mostly perceived in social appraisal (7 out 

of 15 participants), leaderboards (6 participants) and rewards (5 participants), and to a lesser extent in 

group challenges (3 participants) and challenges (2 participants). 

  

“I would feel pressure and then I would just feel like, skipping, take it [challenges] another 

time.”(P1) 

 

4.3.3 Connectivity 

 
The third major theme that was expressed by the participants can be described as connectivity. This 

theme was brought up through two dimensions: collectivism and comparison (see table 8). This was 

mainly perceived by group challenges, social appraisal, leaderboards and rewards. 
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Table 8. Connectivity as motivation influencer - collectivism in green, comparison in yellow 

 (no effect) and in red (negative effect) 

Participant Rewards Leaderboards Group Challenges Social Appraisal 

1     

2     

3     

4     

5     

6     

7     

8     

9     

10     

11     

12     

13     

14     

15     

  

4.3.3.1 Collectivism 

Collectivism was commonly described as the feeling of getting motivated through a team, collective or 

community. This enhancement of motivation was mainly perceived by group challenges, rewards, social 

appraisal and leaderboards, it was not perceived from challenges and information sharing (see table 8). 

Importantly, group challenges are the most significant game element in this perspective as 8 out of 15 

participants stated that they would get positively influenced by a collective workout approach. 

  

“Yeah, more connected, and I guess we would plan on doing more exercises together, go to the 

gym and earn points together with group challenges. I think the social context would be even 

more important.”(P2) 
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Participants also identified certain conditions in which group challenge are even more motivating. In 

specific, the aspect of having like-minded group members in order to achieve the common goal emerged. 

  

“I think it [group challenges] could work if you're in a group of equally motivated individuals. 

I think I would like collectively, I think it would be, a nice feeling. For example, the guy that I 

was working out with when I was in the United States, we grew really close because and became 

really connected, (...) a guy like him can motivate me any day, so I think that I could definitely 

be open to that.”(P10) 

  

Also, achieving a similar reward as another gym member was stated to enhance connection amongst 

participants, because they share a similar experience (P9, P13). 

  

“I would feel bigger connection [when achieving the same reward], because we spend our time 

at the same thing”(P9). 

4.3.3.2 Comparison 

The second dimension that emerged is comparison. The majority of the participants stated that 

comparison had no significant impact on their gym exercise motivation, whereas a minority classified 

comparison as significantly negative, thus demotivating. Indifference about comparison was majorly 

stated with regards to social appraisal. In specific, 10 out of 15 participants were not triggered by social 

appraisal through the app. 

  

“Since I train for myself, I don't take any pride in what I train or what I do, I don't have the 

need to share it with others.”(P1) 

  

Furthermore, rewards, group challenges and leaderboards, were not perceived as enhancers of 

connectivity, because they do not value a direct comparison with other individuals in a gym context. 

  

“It [leaderboard] doesn't motivate. And I don't care about what other people think about me in 

regards to the gym.”(P6) 

 

Comparison could turn into demotivation for some individuals, as they perceived comparison to be 

highly negative and discomforting, due to infringing their personal sphere in the gym. This was stated 

in specific regards to leaderboards (P1, P3, P4, P13), group challenges (P6) and social appraisal (P14). 

The specific adverse effect of leaderboards was specified by participant 2, stating that comparison would 

create an undesired competition 
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“I mean, I honestly think that it [leaderboards] would have an adverse effect [on motivation] 

as it would create competition where there is no competition needed.”(P2) 

  

5. Analysis 

__________________________________________________________________________________

This section starts with connecting the empirics to SDT. In specific, a connection between each theme 

and SDT is conducted. Then the analysis continues with determining the intrinsic motivational potential 

of each game elements in a gym context, answering RQ 1. Bases on this, a recommendation is given on 

how to enhance intrinsic motivation through a gamified gym application, answering RQ 2. 

__________________________________________________________________________________ 

5.1 Intrinsic Motivation Influencers 

As can be seen from the empirical findings, several themes arose that affect the intrinsic motivations of 

the participants for going to the gym. The themes of mastery, self-control and connectivity are directly 

related with the three needs components of SDT: need for competence, autonomy, and relatedness. 

Firstly, the literature describes the need for competence as a feeling of effectiveness and capability of 

successfully completing a task (Deci & Ryan, 1985). This is in line with the empirics within the theme 

of mastery, where participants stated that they commonly felt more self-accomplished and becoming 

more skilled with regards to gym tasks. Secondly, according to the literature, the need for autonomy is 

concerned with experiencing activities in a self-governed way (Deci & Ryan, 1985). In the realm of 

exercise, this means that individuals need to have the opportunity to perform self-endorsed choices (Deci 

& Ryan, 2000, 2012). The theme of self-control is connected with the need for autonomy, whereas 

empirics in this theme demonstrate how the different game elements influence the feeling of self-

governess through pressure. Thirdly, the need for relatedness is described by the literature as a feeling 

of connectedness and integration with significant others (Deci & Ryan, 1985; Ryan, 1993). The theme 

of connectivity stands in a straight line with this definition, since it is concerned with the connectedness 

of participants with others in the gym. 

  

These relationships between the themes and the three needs suggest SDT of being a viable theory to 

assess the intrinsic motivational influences of gamification in a gym context. This is adherent with the 

literature saying that SDT can be used to study the effectiveness of gamification and its elements on 

intrinsic motivation. Nevertheless, due to the study being implemented in the gym context, results on 

intrinsic motivation differ remarkably between the elements. This is supported by numerous scholars 
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(e.g Nacke & Deterding, 2017), stating that gamification does not follow a one-size-fits all approach 

and should be tailored to its context. Therefore, it becomes crucial to separately evaluate each individual 

game element through the lens of the themes and SDT, to craft a meaningful understanding of how and 

whether the elements influence intrinsic motivation. Following this, the research team proposes the 

following framework (see figure 6). 

  

This framework is suggested for proper evaluation on how the individual game elements can influence 

intrinsic motivation. Throughout the analysis, the elements will be separately assessed according to this 

framework, from which meaningful conclusions will be drawn with regards to the intrinsic motivational 

effects of the individual game elements in the gym context. 

  

Figure 6. Framework for analyzing the effects of individual game elements on intrinsic motivation 
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5.1.1 Rewards 

5.1.1.1 Need for Competence 

Literature suggested that rewards provide the opportunity to increase motivation through the fulfillment 

of the need for competence (Aparicio et al., 2012; Sailer et al., 2017; Weiser et al., 2015). From the 

empirical findings it becomes apparent that the majority of the participants, 10 out of 15, follow this 

reasoning process. This majority highlighted that their feeling of competence increased, because the 

points and materialistic rewards served them a feeling of mastery through self-confirmation. Therefore, 

the perceived value of a reward is suggested to be determined by the degree of mastery the reward 

provides. However, participants did not necessarily experience the sense of progression by achieving 

rewards but served solely as a confirmation on their performance. This becomes evident in the way 

participant 13 is answering the question of rewards would make him feel more competent. 

  

“Yeah, absolutely. That [reward] is like a stamp or a diploma of having exercised a lot.”(P13) 

  

Nonetheless, according to the participants, this self-confirmation granted them an increased feeling of 

competence, which enhanced their intrinsic motivations of personal health and enjoyment. For example, 

rewards were considered fun to achieve and the feedback aided them in their motivation to increase their 

wellbeing. The remaining five participants showed no motivational changes from rewards, whereas they 

were seen as a complement and not as an indication of mastery and therefore competence. This thinking 

process is presented in the literature by Mekler et al. (2017), who state that rewards are an extrinsic 

incentive that do not necessarily fulfill the need for competence. 

  

“In my opinion, it [rewards] doesn't really value my effort, because only I can feel if I'm 

improving. And the feedback I can get myself. I don't feel accomplished, even though the 

numbers rise.”(P7) 

  

Additionally, this line of thought contrasts Nicholson (2012), whereas rewards in the form of 

meaningless points were commonly not perceived to induce negative consequences but remained neutral 

in their impact on intrinsic motivation in a gym context, because of unperceived effects on mastery.   

5.1.1.2 Need for Autonomy 

Deterding (2014) and Van Roy and Zaman (2018) demonstrated through their studies on gamification 

that rewards could increase an individual’s motivation through undermining the need for autonomy. 

This assumption aligns with the majority of the participants in this study, whereas 9 out of 15 participants 

stated that meaningful rewards provide positive pressure, while maintaining self-control, which 

increases their intrinsic motivation for going to the gym. It has to be highlighted that the rewards have 
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to be actually rewarding and as said before meaningful. Participants demonstrated that rewards, such as 

fruits, were completely irrelevant and non-motivating. This opinion was often stated because these kinds 

of rewards hold no significant value for the participants, whereas they do not provide any form of 

mastery. This means that the need for competence is not fulfilled, thus no intrinsic motivation was 

evoked. 

  

“I don't think that any of these material things would be worth it. I eat a lot of bananas already, 

I have my shakes, I have a towel, I don't want that stuff.”(P5) 

  

However, rewards such as a personal trainer session, a gym bag or a form of trophy make the rewards 

more enjoyable and therefore more incentivizing for the participants. This is because these kinds of 

rewards serve the participants with a higher sense of mastery through self-confirmation and therefore 

greater value. So, rewards such as a personal trainer session would have a significant contribution to the 

intrinsic motivations of personal health and enjoyment, due to fulfilling the need for competence, whilst 

not infringing their need for autonomy. Richter et al. (2015) suggested in the literature that rewards can 

undermine free choice and therefore decrease motivation through infringing the need for autonomy. 

Deterding (2014) and Ryan and Deci (2000b) emphasized that this would only occur if the rewards were 

perceived as controlling. Looking at the findings, rewards were generally not perceived as controlling, 

whereas this was only confirmed by participant 6, who stated rewards can be pushing and force him to 

not train on his own conditions. So, the majority of the participants still felt in self-control with regards 

to meaningful rewards, hence not diminishing the need for autonomy and therefore intrinsic motivation 

(Deci & Ryan, 2012). This sense of self-control stems from participants knowing that their intrinsic 

reasons for going to the gym are more important than the rewards. 

  

“It [rewards] is not why I go to the gym. I think it's a fun thing for me to just look. I still go 

there for myself.”(P4) 

5.1.1.3 Need for Relatedness 

Literature within gamification research does not mention how gamified rewards can increase the feeling 

of relatedness. The findings of this study contribute to this gap by indicating that rewards do not hold 

any significant impact on connectivity and therefore intrinsic motivation through the need for 

relatedness. Only two participants stated they would perceive a bigger connection with others through 

rewards, enhancing their feeling of relatedness. Most of the participants stressed that rewards did not 

increase their connectivity with others and therefore also not feel more intrinsically motivated. The 

reasoning behind this was because the participants did not want to compare themselves with others and 

reflected on the rewards as solely a confirmation on their own performance. 
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“I don't think I would care, because I think working out at the gym is such an individual thing, 

I wouldn't want to rush myself. I would much rather value a good work out than trying to 

compare myself to my friends.”(P10) 

 

5.1.2 Leaderboards 

5.1.2.1 Need for Competence 

Similar to rewards, scholars have reported that leaderboards can enhance the need for competence 

through providing positive feedback and visualizing achievements (Aparicio et al., 2012; Mekler et al., 

2017; Nacke & Deterding, 2017; Richter et al., 2015; Sailer et al., 2017). The findings from this study 

stand in contrast with this statement, whereas only 4 out of 15 participants experienced an increased 

feeling of competence through a sense of mastery through leaderboards. According to the findings, the 

majority of the participants did not experience an increase in competence through leaderboards, because 

they stated that everyone is different with regards to the gym. The participants stated that there are 

fundamental differences between each of them, which suggests that comparison in a gym context is not 

favorable. Participants suggested to have different bodies and therefore different limits. 

  

“It's [exercising in the gym] so individual. Everyone has their own body type. Everyone is good 

at different things.”(P12) 

  

According to Nicholson (2015) and Sailer et al. (2013), individuals might feel more competent when 

scoring high on a leaderboard. However, only 4 out of 15 participants did indicate that leaderboards 

increased their feeling of competence, whereas being higher than others would make them feel more 

skillful. This is due to the aforementioned fact that individuals did not value the direct comparison to 

others that is induced through leaderboards in a gym context. The only way these participants felt more 

competent would be through a leaderboard that allows a competition with themselves. This would fulfill 

the need for competence, through challenging and improving yourself, hence increasing self-

accomplishment and progression. Importantly, individual benchmarks were perceived as more 

enjoyable and would also aid with the intrinsic motivation of personal health. 

  

“A leaderboard comparing myself to myself, that would be nice. I could compare myself from 

this month to last month.”(P2) 

5.1.2.2 Need for Autonomy 

With regards to leaderboards, the most remarkable results were established in the theme of self-control, 

which is not specifically highlighted in the literature. Scholars such as Richter et al. (2015) and Wu et 

al. (2015) emphasize that the effectiveness of leaderboards is hard to grasp and complicated to evaluate. 
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Nevertheless, the findings of this study demonstrate that leaderboards can have a significant influence 

on intrinsic motivation through the addition of pressure. As mentioned before, this type of pressure came 

in both positive and negative ways. In specific, negative pressure decreased the intrinsic motivation of 

7 out of 15 participants and positive pressure through leaderboards was only perceived by two 

participants. The decrease in intrinsic motivation through negative pressure mainly stems from a loss of 

control, which is in line with Deci and Ryan (2012) and Deterding (2014). 

  

Contrary to rewards, undermining the autonomy through leaderboards had mostly negative 

consequences, since participants felt they were forced into a competition they did not want to partake 

in, thus undermining their perceived level of self-control. This means that the competition would induce 

an external motivation that decreases the intrinsic motivation of enjoyment and had no contribution to 

the intrinsic motivation of personal health. This finding stands in line with Nicholson (2012) and 

contradicts Zuckerman and Gal-Oz (2014), who stated that leaderboards did not induce negative 

motivation effects in their study. The six participants that stated the leaderboards would not affect their 

motivation through undermining their autonomy, still noted that they disliked the idea of leaderboards, 

because they only want to compete with themselves and not experience pressure from others, even 

though it had no significant impact on their feeling of self-control. 

  

“That [leaderboards] would like get rid of the whole fun thing. That would have been bad 

motivator for me. I think I really want to go to the gym and feel like I'm internally motivated. 

I'm doing this for myself. I want to stay healthy. But then that would be externally motivated, 

and I would be stressing myself to go to work out even if I don't want to.”(P2) 

5.1.2.3 Need for Relatedness 

The thoughts of disliking leaderboards became also apparent with regards to connectivity and therefore 

the need for relatedness. The need for relatedness was suggested as unnecessary and undesirable with 

leaderboards, as participants were averse to comparing themselves to others. Only one participant would 

feel their motivation increased through stronger connection with others from leaderboards, whereas six 

participants experienced no significant change and four participants actually became more demotivated. 

The comparison aspect of leaderboards would decrease the intrinsic motivation of enjoyment and could 

also make people feel worse about their health if they did not score well compared to others, which is 

in line with Sailer et al. (2013). This is expanded by Weiser et al. (2015) who suggest that unwanted 

competition can induce negative consequences towards motivation. The disregard towards the feeling 

of relatedness can be explained by the individual focus and intrinsic motivations participants have 

concerning their gym exercises.   
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“It [leaderboard] doesn't motivate. I don't care about what other people think about me in 

regards to the gym.”(P6) 

 

5.1.3 Challenges 

5.1.3.1 Need for Competence 

The game element of challenges was perceived most positive in this study with regards to increasing 

intrinsic motivation for going to the gym. As indicated in the empirics, all participants stated that being 

provided with challenges could enhance their feeling of personal development and progression. This 

means that, participants felt fulfilled in their perceived need for competence, as a result of feeling more 

skilled and empowered. This is aligned with the studies of several scholars, proposing that the game 

element of challenges aids with the fulfilment of the need for competence and as a consequence enhances 

motivation (Mekler et al., 2013; Van Roy & Zaman, 2018; Weiser et al., 2015). Participants would sense 

a significant degree of pride and happiness from completing provided challenges, which had a positive 

effect on their motivation. 

  

When analyzing the specific requirements mentioned by the participants it became apparent that 

challenges had to be balanced in the sense of that they had to be hard, but doable. Participants would 

not experience progression and therefore an increase in perceived competence if the challenges are too 

easy or unreachable. A common suggestion was to make challenges with different difficulty levels, so 

users can choose what is most suitable for them, which follows the suggestion made by Weiser et al. 

(2015) and Nicholson (2015) in the literature. 

  

“If it was a hard challenge, I would feel accomplished.”(P1) 

  

Interestingly, the intrinsic motivations, including skill cultivation, could be enhanced through 

challenges, whereas the game element contributed to participants by actually feeling more skilled. This 

is in contrast to rewards, which mainly provided participants with a sense of self-confirmation. 

Therefore, challenges help participants with their intrinsic motivations, because it aids their progression 

and makes them feel more competent from it. 

5.1.3.2 Need for Autonomy 

Poncin et al. (2017) and Van Roy and Zaman (2018) stated that even though challenges can enhance the 

feeling of competence, it has a risk of obstructing the need for autonomy by forcing individuals in a 

certain way, thus decrease intrinsic motivation. While one participant confirmed this statement, the 

majority of the interviewed participants contrasted this by saying that challenges provided them mostly 
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with positive pressure and pushed them to perform better. Some participants also stated that they would 

prefer challenges with a time constraint, to avoid the possibility of postponing it. 

  

“I think it [time constraint] is probably a good pressure. I think me as a person actually needs 

the pressure in order to actually perform.”(P9) 

  

Asking whether they felt forced by challenges through a gamified application, the participants 

elaborated that they would find it simple to ignore challenges they disliked, considered too hard or could 

not complete in time. This contradicts Poncin et al. (2017) and Van Roy and Zaman (2018) by 

participants not having their need for autonomy obstructed through a loss of self-control. As an 

alternative, it was recommended by the participants to enable them to create and track challenges for 

themselves. This is aligned with a suggestion that came up in the context of leaderboards, emphasizing 

that people have different physical abilities and resulting in unique and individual exercise goals. 

Personally, customized challenges would therefore be beneficial for users, by providing self-control. 

This would result in positive pressure and personal progression, thus might increase intrinsic motivation. 

This is in line with the suggestion of Nicholson (2012, 2015) to center game designs around the 

individual user’s needs. Furthermore, participants also explained that having proposed challenges could 

enable them to engage in new types of exercise activities, which was considered fun, interesting and 

exciting. 

  

“I prefer my own challenge because, I don't have to adjust myself to others.”(P8) 

  

“That [provided challenges] sounds fun, trying new ways, like new classes and so on.”(P4) 

  

Another aspect previously mentioned by Goh and Razikin (2015) is that group challenges might be 

beneficial by reducing tensions amongst participants, thus added to motivation. This was confirmed by 

this study, as participants stated that they mostly perceive positive pressure from group challenges. In 

specific, friends were considered important for positive intrinsic motivation change. It was often 

mentioned that participants would get thrilled by approaching challenges and working out more with 

friends. 

  

“I think that a group challenge could be more fun and I think you get more hyped when we're 

all going to do this, instead of just hyping yourself up.”(P3) 
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5.1.3.3 Need for Relatedness 

Goh and Razikin (2015) suggested in the literature that group challenges might be a valuable alternative 

for people that want to focus more on the collective rather than on the individual. Sailer et al. (2017) 

and Weiser et al. (2015) add on this by saying that the need for relatedness can be fulfilled through 

working together towards a shared goal. The findings of this study both confirm and add to this school 

of thought. Confirmation flows from the fact that multiple participants stated that they would enjoy 

group challenges in the gym and become more intrinsically motivated through a sense of collectivism 

and therefore the fulfillment of the need for relatedness. However, group challenges had to follow one 

crucial condition to secure this fulfillment. The participants stressed that they should be allowed to form 

their own teams with like-minded individuals or friends, and not with strangers, in order to maintain a 

degree of control when training with others. If this condition was met, the participants would feel closer 

to their teammates and would see a strong fulfillment of their need for relatedness, while not obscuring 

their autonomy. This was said to commonly lead to an increase in the intrinsic motivations of enjoyment 

and social affiliation. 

  

“I like the social thing [of group challenges], even though I haven't really been into team sports, 

you can motivate each other and reach a goal together, and that would be much more enjoyable. 

You definitely become closer I would say.”(P4) 

  

“I want to know the team and it should be in a controlled situation.”(P7) 

  

The contrast from the literature stems from several participants expressing that they do not want to be 

related to others in a gym context. Therefore, group challenges had no significant impact on their 

intrinsic motivations, because of the individual approach of some participants with regards to the gym. 

  

“I started going to the gym it was more individual focused. So, I don't feel that a team with other 

matters.”(P11)  

 

5.1.4 Social Appraisal and Information Sharing 

5.1.4.1 Need for Competence 

Aparicio et al. (2012) suggest that social game elements have a significant potential of triggering the 

need for competence, thus enhancing intrinsic motivation. The findings of this study align this line of 

thought and further develops on it by demonstrating that social appraisal and information sharing both 

enhance the feeling of competence in different ways. As mentioned in the empirics, two main procedures 

of mastery, self-confirmation and progression, were presented on how the need for competence was 
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fulfilled. On the one hand, it became clear that the element of social appraisal evokes the feeling of 

competence through the procedure of self-confirmation. This is because recognition and comments from 

others on gym performance were considered as a compliment and gave the participants only a feeling 

of confirmation, and not a feeling of being better or stronger. 

  

“[Social appraisal] could probably give me self-confirmation. That's a positive feeling.”(P9) 

  

On the other hand, the element of information sharing was mainly connected to the feeling of 

progression. All of the participants responding to this dimension stated that meaningful information, 

such as diets inspiration and workout tips could enhance their level of perceived expertise. This was 

perceived as significantly valuable, making them feel more competent, thus enhancing their intrinsic 

motivation of personal health. These positive impacts of social influence are confirmed by Hamari and 

Koivisto (2013, 2015), yet this study helps to clarify this understanding. 

  

“If someone wants to post like a diet or their workout routine, that's something that I can take 

and something that I can use in order to improve my information that I can use to work out 

better or become more healthy.”(P10) 

  

Nevertheless, Hamari and Koivisto (2013) stated that increased amount of recognition, for example 

through likes, might not significantly elevate positive attitudes, thus motivation. This argumentation is 

supported by the findings in this study with the participants stating an unperceived feeling of mastery, 

with regards to social appraisal. The social appraisal had to be meaningful in order to induce intrinsic 

motivation.   

  

“If somebody gives me a general ‘you're so good’. Then I go ‘What? Why?’, I don't like that. I 

can't do anything with that. That's meaningless feedback. But if someone like a personal trainer 

said “you did this, so now you should go and try this”, sure.”(P5) 

5.1.4.2 Need for Autonomy 

The need for autonomy showed no significant effect through either social appraisal or information 

sharing. Only the dimension of social appraisal was perceived as a pressuring effect, whereas the 

majority of the participants stated to not be affected by peer appraisal. Only two participants perceived 

appraisal as pressuring in a negative way by obscuring their need for autonomy, thus reducing intrinsic 

motivation. 

  

“I think it [social appraisal] would pressure myself or first it would reward me and make me 

want to do a bit more, but then at some point it will turn into like pressure and stress.”(P2) 
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This is contributing to the body of gamification literature, as this connection is not previously discussed 

in a gym context and provides further opportunities for future research. 

5.1.4.3 Need for Relatedness   

Hamari and Koivisto (2015) suggest, that social game elements post a remarkable potential to trigger 

the need for relatedness, thus can enhance intrinsic motivation. This study could not contribute to this 

line of thought as information sharing did not trigger the feeling of connectivity, whereas social appraisal 

had only a moderate effect. More specifically, 13 out of the 15 participants stated that they did not 

significantly value the feeling of collectivism in the context of a gym, created by social appraisal. This 

leads to the assumption that the need for relatedness was not impacted, thus no intrinsic motivation was 

induced through the game element of social appraisal. This insight was mainly suggested by two major 

arguments, stated by the participants. Firstly, due to the high importance of self-control in the gym, they 

would not feel comfortable sharing their achievements in an online community. The underlying rationale 

was expressed by participant 2 that stated that social appraisal could induce the undesirable character of 

comparison. Secondly, participants indicated that they already have their communication channels 

elsewhere, making a social sharing element in a gym application purely optional. 

  

“No, because that [social appraisal] also feels like a comparison. I don't want to compare 

myself when it comes to training that much. I don't think I would use this social thing.”(P2) 

  

“I wouldn't see myself using the application regarding a social platform. I have my 

communication line already elsewhere.”(P6)   

5.2 Enhancing Intrinsic Motivation 

Due to the difference in gym exercise motivations and the individual mentality of the participants, a 

gamified gym application needs to be carefully designed. As said before, gamification does not follow 

a unified approach and needs to be tailored to its target audience (Nacke & Deterding, 2017). From the 

analysis, it can be seen that the design of the game element influences how intrinsic motivation is 

affected through the themes and theory of SDT. This can explain the confusion and mixed results in the 

literature (Johnson et al., 2016). However, the research team identified certain commonalities in design 

approaches that are suggested to positively enhance the intrinsic motivations of individuals. This was 

mainly done through satisfying the three needs of SDT, by providing the participants with a sense of 

mastery, self-control and connectivity. 
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Therefore, gamification is suggested to have the possibility to positively enhance intrinsic motivation 

of the end-user, by accommodating to the needs in the specific context and appropriate adaptation of the 

individual game elements towards these needs. This is in adherence with several scholars indicating the 

possibility of positive intrinsic motivation from game elements (Sailer et al., 2017) and the importance 

of context (Seaborn & Fels, 2015). 

  

Based on the analysis and findings, recommendations are made on how game elements can enhance 

intrinsic motivation in a gamified gym application (see figure 7). These recommendations are argued to 

appropriately aid with satisfying the three psychological needs and therefore strengthen the individual’s 

self-determination, leading to an increased perception of intrinsic motivation (Ryan & Deci, 2000a, 

2000b). 

 Figure 7. Recommendations per game element to enhance intrinsic motivation in a gym context 
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6. Conclusion 

_________________________________________________________________________________ 

This section provides the reader with a concise summary of the empirical study, with regards to the 

purpose and research questions.       

__________________________________________________________________________________ 

  

The purpose of this study was to explore how gamification as an extrinsic mechanism can influence 

intrinsic motivation in a gym context. This purpose was derived from current trends in the industry, as 

well as the existing body of literature on gamification. The literature demonstrates mixed perceptions 

on the influence gamification can have on intrinsic motivation. Moreover, the context of the gym has 

been completely neglected by literature. From these observations, the first research question was crafted. 

This research question was answered through the scope of the Self-Determination Theory. Linking this 

theory to the empirical findings, it became observable how the discovered themes of mastery, self-

control and connectivity were directly connected to the theory and influenced the intrinsic motivations 

of the participants. From this result, a framework was suggested that can be utilized to evaluate the 

influence each game element can have on intrinsic motivation in a gym context. 

  

From the literature, it also became evident how important the context and end-users are towards the 

design of the game elements in a gamified application. In response to that, research question two was 

derived. This research question was answered throughout the analysis with the aid of the aforementioned 

suggested framework, by evaluating how every discussed game element could enhance intrinsic 

motivations. As a result, a summary of recommendations was provided on how the discussed game 

elements can enhance intrinsic motivation in a gym context.   
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7. Discussion 

__________________________________________________________________________________

This section provides the reader with an overview of the academic contributions and practical 

implications of the study. Finally, limitations and avenues for future research are outlined. 

__________________________________________________________________________________ 

7.1 Contributions 

Through answering the research questions, this study has contributed to the body of existing literature 

on gamification in several ways. Firstly, this study adds to the understanding of the effectiveness 

gamification can have on intrinsic motivations. This is done through suggesting SDT as a valid theory 

on evaluating the intrinsic motivational effects of gamification and linking it to the themes from the 

empirics. A framework has been proposed for the separate evaluation on the intrinsic motivational 

effects of the individual game elements. This framework adds further to the literature on how the 

influence of gamification on intrinsic motivation can be identified. 

  

Secondly, the study adds to the body of literature by exploring the effectiveness of gamification in a 

new context. Research on the effectiveness of gamification in a gym context is currently non-existent, 

hence this study corresponds to scholars recommending investigating a wider range of contextual 

aspects. These findings also provide more clarity on the effectiveness of gamification in the health 

domain and the unexplored context of the gym. 

  

Lastly, the study adds to the literature through emphasizing the importance of tailoring gamification to 

the end-users to positively enhance intrinsic motivation. This was showcased by the separate evaluation 

and mixed results from the chosen game elements on their effects on intrinsic motivations in a gym 

context. This highlights the importance of the rationale of putting the end-user into the center of 

gamification design. Furthermore, recommendations have been made to enhance intrinsic motivation 

through the discussed game elements for the gym context specifically. 

7.2 Practical Implications 

From an overarching perspective, the results from this study show the practical implications of how 

gamification can be used to enhance intrinsic motivations of consumers. This means that this study is 

especially useful for marketing practitioners, who can utilize and adapt to this understanding to create 

meaningful customer engagement and retention. It also highlights the importance for marketing 
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practitioners to tailor their gamification implementations to their target audience, whereas some 

elements can have negative motivational impacts in specific contexts. 

  

From an ethical point of view, this study highlights the persuasive power of gamification that can be 

abused by marketing practitioners. If gamification is misused, it can evoke extrinsic motivation and 

force individuals to participate for unsustainable reasons. Thus, participants might feel forced into 

undesirable situations and sacrifice time and money on unwanted activities. 

 

From a more tailored gym perspective, the research team believes to have outlined crucial, practical and 

straightforward strategies of how game elements might be applied in a gym environment. In specific, 

the recommendations are suggested to more adequately tailor down the design of the proposed game 

elements towards the needs of the participants, thus might enhance customer engagement, retention and 

eventually loyalty. This study enters the realm of gamification the gym context for the first time. This 

means that this study might serve as an initial and so far, alone-standing guideline for gym chains, such 

as Nordic Wellness to further their implementation of gamification in their applications. 

7.3 Limitations 

Firstly, as this study is pioneering the field of gamification in a gym context, it is limited by the amount 

of prior academic studies in this field. This means that this study had to draw from other related fields 

of gamification, such as education, gaming and health. 

  

Secondly, this study is limited to its geographical and demographical scope, since the study was 

conducted on young adults in Sweden. This means that geographical and demographical dimensions 

such as nationality, age and gender have influenced the findings. Furthermore, the study is limited to its 

educational background, since all the participants hold an upper-secondary education or university 

degree. This means that this study is not able to draw meaningful differentiations between the 

demographic, geographical and educational factors that might moderate gym exercise motivations. 

  

Lastly, this study is built on imaginative scenarios and has evaluated solely the potential of gamification 

and the elements suggested by literature. This means that participants might have had different 

interpretations on certain elements, even though extensive efforts were made to provide the participant 

with a uniform understanding. 
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7.4 Future Research 

Derived from the literature and findings of this study, the research team proposes the following avenues 

for future research with regards to gamification research. 

  

This study has been specifically focused on evaluating the effectiveness of gamification as an extrinsic 

mechanism on intrinsic motivations. Therefore, it is suggested to be interesting for future studies to 

assess the specific potency of gamification on extrinsic motivations. Particularly in the context of the 

gym, it could be intriguing to see how the individual game elements affect extrinsic motivations for the 

gym, such as appearance and body image. 

  

Another interesting avenue for future research would be to perform an experimental study on the 

effectiveness of gamification on intrinsic motivation in the gym context. More specifically, through a 

longitudinal study that isolates the effects of gamification, a more defined and distinctive evaluation can 

be conducted on motivational behavior change. The suggestions from the findings of this study can be 

adapted towards the experimental research design. 

  

Lastly, it could also be intriguing to investigate the motivational power of gamification in the gym 

context through the lenses of other theories. In specific, it could be interesting to evaluate gamification 

and its elements using other theories, such as goal content theory or the octalysis framework. 
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Appendix 2 Letter of Consent 
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Appendix 3 Interview Questions 

1.     Self-Introduction 
a.     State purpose and topic of the research 
b.     Confirm ethical aspects (No real names and untraceable), as agreed upon prior to the 

interview 
c.     Encourage open and honest communication (Not job interview!) 
d.     Introduce ourselves 

  
2.     Rapport building 

a.     Tell me something about yourself? / Could you introduce yourself? (What do you do? 

Hobbies & Interests?) 
                                               i.  Background check if needed (Age, Gender, Occupation, Education) 

  
3.     Relation to physical exercise 

a.     How would you describe your exercising history? (Active, Non-Active) 
b.     Why do you participate in exercise? 
c.     What sports did you participate in while growing up? 
d.     What sports do you maybe still currently do? 
e.     Any remarkable sports moments or achievements? (Championships, marathons, etc.) 
f.      What role does exercise play in your life? 

  
4.     Motivations for going to the gym 

a.     How long have you been going to the gym for? 
                                               i.  How often do you go? 
                                             ii.  What time of the day? 
                                            iii.  Do you bring and use your phone during gym exercises?   

b.     Why do you go to the gym? (Keep exercise motivations underneath in mind, but 

do not propose) 
                                               i.  Personal Health 
                                             ii.  Enjoyment 
                                            iii.  Appearance 
                                            iv.  Skill Cultivation 
                                              v.  Social 

c.     Can you think of other reasons why people go to the gym? 
                                               i.  Are any of these reasons applicable to you? 
                                             ii.  What are your main reasons? 

d.     If applicable: Why do you participate in exercise besides the gym? 
e.     What is your personal perception for going to the gym? Do you go for fun and 

enjoyment or maybe extrinsic reasons? (Requires simple and clear elaboration)   
f.      How do you get to the gym on days where you don’t want to train? 
g.     What is it that makes you go? Do you train for yourself? Others? 
h.     Could you get motivated by others? 
i.      Can you tell us about any special or funny gym moment you experienced? 

  
5.     Nordic Wellness 

a.     Why did you choose Nordic? 
b.     What is your opinion about Nordic? 
c.     If Nordic was a person, how would you describe him/her? (characteristics) 
d.     Could you identify Core values Nordic has? 
e.     How do you compare Nordic to other gyms? 

  
6.     Nordic Wellness Application (let participant show the app to you, let them play with it, 

otherwise show ours) 
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a.     Are you aware of the app? 
b.     Are you aware of its functions (Rewards)? Explain if necessary 
c.     Why, why not? 
d.     What is your opinion about the app? 

                                               i.  Do you use it? 
                                             ii.  How often? 
                                            iii.  Why? 

  

7.  Game Elements for Gyms: 

8.  Disclaimer: Everything that follows is explicitly applied towards a gym context and the 

Nordic Wellness Application 

  
9.     Rewards 

a.     Can you describe the function of Rewards? (Points & Badges) 
b.     Does this element appeal to you? Why or why not? 
c.     How does this element motivate you? 

                                               i.  Why? 
                                             ii.  Have you experienced any type of motivation from this element? 

d.     Do you consider this element as valuable feedback? 
                                               i.  How does it influence your personal goals? 

e.     How do rewards influence your feeling of competence? 
f.      What do you think of the rewards you receive? (Make differentiation between Points, 

Items and Discounts) 
                                               i.  Justified? 
                                             ii.  Easy to reach? 
                                            iii.  Repetitive? 

g.     How do these rewards impact your feeling of autonomy? (Self-control or Nordic in 

control?) 
h.     Do you feel more related with others that strive for similar rewards and why? 

  
10.  Leaderboards 

a.     Can you describe the function of leaderboards? 
b.     How do you value comparing yourself to others? 
c.     How does this element motivate you? 

                                               i.  Why? 
d.     How would your level of motivation be affected by your standing in the leaderboard? 
e.     How does your position on the leaderboard influence how skilled you feel? 
f.      Does this element put pressure on you? Why or why not? 
g.     Do leaderboards make you feel more related to others and why? 

  
11.  Challenges 

a.     Can you describe the function of challenges? 
b.     What is your relationship with challenges? (Thrilled, averse, engaged, etc.) 
c.     Why do you (or not) pursue challenges? 
d.     How do challenges motivate you? 

                                               i.  Why? 
e.     How do you feel after fulfilling a challenge? What if you fail? 
f.      Do challenges make you feel more competent? Why or why not? 
g.     How do challenges pressure you? Good or bad? 
h.     What is your opinion on group challenges? 
i.      Would you feel more related through group challenges? 

  
12.  Social 
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a.     What ideas do you get when thinking of social features in the Nordic Wellness app? 
b.     How open would you be to the idea of a Nordic gym community? 
c.     Would you share or participate on this platform? Why or why not? 
d.     How would positive comments on your gym progress make you feel? 
e.     What influence do social features have of feeling related in your opinion? 
f.      How would a community like this affect your exercising? 

  
13.  Other Elements 

a.     Are there any other game elements you can think of that can be applied by gyms? 

  
14.  Closing 

a.     Has the app changed your perspective on Nordic Wellness? How? 
b.     What overall contribution does the app make in your opinion? 
c.     What would you change? Improvements? 
d.     What would you keep the same? 
e.     Would you recommend Nordic based on its app? 
f.      How do the game elements affect your future decision making for gyms? Would you 

miss the app? 

  

Appendix 4 Examples Nordic Wellness 
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