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Why fun matters: in search  
of emergent playful experiences 

by Sonia Fizek

Gamification After Bullshit
In his article, which became the cornerstone for vehement critique of gami-
fication, Ian Bogost boldly claims that: 

[. . .] gamification is marketing bullshit, invented by consultants as a means 
to capture the wild, coveted beast that is videogames and to domesticate 
it for use in the grey, hopeless wasteland of big business. (Bogost 2011b)

Indeed, much discussion, especially with marketing background, has been 
focused on taming the beast and closing it within reproducible score-based 
structures. The phenomenon has been scrutinised predominantly from the 
perspective of the mechanical and iterative capacity of gamified systems, 
which rely on the adaptation of game mechanics to daily activities in order 
to influence the individual’s behaviour and drive engagement (Gartner Inc. 
2011; Radoff 2011; Zichermann and Linder 2010 and 2013; Zichermann and 
Cunningham 2011; Tkaczyk 2011). And the latter are believed to be achieved 
by implementing the elements of challenge and competition. These require 
the winning condition, which in most cases translates to a point system  
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Gabe Zichermann is a vehement advocate of. In his Google Tech Talk, 
promoting “Game-based Marketing” (2010), Zichermann mentions the 
gamification loop, a mechanism based on the allocation of points through 
creating challenges, win conditions, leaderboards, badges, and social net-
working, which in turn lead to the achievement of status. Those simple 
game mechanics elements form the essence of gamification also for Gamify,  
a San Francisco based technology company, whose official mission is to 
achieve business goals and influence the customers’ behaviours by means of  
gamified systems implementing levels, badges, quests, rewards and more 
(Gamify 2014).

The rhetoric around gamification seems to be predominantly structured 
around accumulation and pointsification.1 Whereas, as Bogost vehemently 
notices, “games or points isn’t the point” (2011a). He also encourages re-
searchers critical of the marketing usage of gamification, to stop using the 
word entirely and replace it with exploitationware or develop innovative ap-
proaches to the use of games in different contexts (ibid.). Despite those fer-
vent reactions in the academic and game designer communities, neither the 
term nor the gamified “Viagra for engagement dysfunction” (Bogost 2011b) 
have disappeared from the digital horizon. Game designers, gamers, and re-
searchers all seem to have agreed that gamification is bullshit, and yet they 
still keep stumbling upon it. In 2014 the Gamification World Championship 
takes place (Gamify 2014). It is enough to take a look at the event’s partners 
to notice the major worldwide business players, among them Amazon Web 
Services, Deloitte Digital, and Badgeville. Numerous marketing prognoses 
still portray a bright and profitable future covered with billions of dollars 
(Corry 2011, Gartner Inc. 2011). However, if gamification refuses to com-
plement its hype factor with more than easily predictable repetitive reward 
structures, it may as well considerably slow down or even “[. . .] fail to de-
liver” (Fleming 2012). 

The question remains: What will the post-bullshit era of gamification 
concentrate on once a simple replication of points and badges loses its initial  
impact? The answer may be found in Gamify’s CEO and Co-founder’s re-

1	 “Gamification is the wrong word for the right idea. The word for what’s happening at the 
moment is pointsification” (Robertson 2010).
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sponse post to Bogost’s “Gamification is bullshit” (2011b). Nathan Lands, 
whose company’s official slogans still promise its customers effective point-
based solutions to engagement, when confronted with harsh criticism, puts 
a more friendly face to the profit-driven marketing machine. He might not 
have realised what a simple and powerful message was delivered when he 
emphasised the importance of playfulness and fun, defining gamification as 
“re-imagining experiences with fun in mind” and “an amazing opportunity 
to experiment with creating a more fun world” (ibid.).2    

It seems that the most powerful driver for player’s engagement is not 
based on quantification methods artificially imposed onto every possible 
context, but indeed on fun. And fun, as Sebastian Deterding notices, is nei-
ther about extrinsic motivation powered by rewards nor about adding game 
features to random products (2012). If the recipe towards meaningful en-
gagement is contained within three simple letters, why is it so difficult to 
successfully implement it and why does it seem so scarce in existing gam-
ified practices? In order to address this question, I propose to embrace the 
seemingly ungraspable concept of fun through the lens of emergent playful-
ness, which may guide researchers and practitioners in explaining the fun-
driven mechanism of successfully gamified activities. The concept describes 
the experience of fun as an activity deriving from gameplay and allowed by 
a system “[. . .] flexible enough for players to inhabit and explore through 
meaningful play” (Salen and Zimmerman 2004, 165).

Playful Versus Playable
It is not an easy task to define the ephemeral concept of fun, even when nar-
rowing it down to the medium of games. Taking into consideration all the 
varied video game genres and player typologies (Bartle 1996, Yee 2004), it 
becomes even more challenging. Jesper Juul voices his concerns about delin-
eating the enjoyable ingredients of games by emphasising that:  

 
[. . .] there is ultimately no one-sentence description of what makes all 
games fun; different games emphasize different types of enjoyment and 

2	 Land’s reply may be found under Bogost’s blog entry: http://www.bogost.com/blog/gami-
fication_is_bullshit.shtml (accessed May 6, 2014).
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different players may even enjoy the same game for entirely different  
reasons. (Juul 2005, 19)

Despite the complexity of the phenomenon and the multitude of game gen-
res, most gamified applications seem to be relying on a simple point-based 
structure, which is believed to provide enjoyment in all possible contexts. 
To gamification evangelists such as Zichermann the formula is simple: “If 
air-trafficking can be fun, anything can be fun” (Zichermann 2010). He 
transferred this rule to Livecube, one of the latest gamified inventions by 
Dopamine, a creative agency co-founded by himself. Livecube is a gamified 
environment, the aim of which is to trigger maximum audience engagement 
during a live event. This may be achieved by incorporating game mechanics 
and linking it with a social interaction tool. As the creators emphasise, “we 
use the latest engagement technology to motivate the audience with points, 
badges and real-world rewards” (Livecube 2014). Yet again, the proposed 
tool reveals Zichermann’s grammar of a successfully gamified experience, 
based on the point system, which ultimately leads to the achievement of sta-
tus. And status, according to another gamification leader, is everything. Sim-
ilarly to Dopamine’s solutions, Badgeville has developed its Behavior Plat-
form (2014), on an intricate scoring system. The cloud-based tool may be 
adapted to the brand’s digital ecosystem and performs four basic functions: 
it rewards the users, elevates their status, provides social proof, and analyses 
the brand’s success. The platform’s creators emphasise its innovativeness in 
comparison to other score-based systems by assuring they are “[. . .] leaving 
rudimentary point, badge and leaderboard systems in the dust” (Badgeville 
2014). However, the only new approach they seem to be adding to an already 
proven model is a personalised point distribution system they wittingly and 
enigmatically refer to as contextual game mechanics. 

The above examples very accurate illustrate what Robertson refers to as 
pointsification (2010) and Bogost as exploitationware (2011a). They seem 
to derive from a formal notion of what constitutes games and playing, con-
centrating on reapplying proven game mechanics to different scenarios. The 
design of the gamified experiences certainly makes them playable. But are 
they playful? Playfulness, after all, is a much more complex and volatile state 
and may not be easily transplanted by predictable iterative structures.  

see also 
Schrape
p.24–25
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In order to pin down this slippery phenomenon, I will turn to Eric 
Zimmerman’s gaming literacy, which explains “how playing, understanding, 
and designing games all embody crucial ways of looking at and being in the 
world” (Zimmerman 2009, 30). His research contributes to my understand-
ing of emergent playfulness, a concept developed in a later section of this 
article and attempting to shed more light into what makes games fun.

Gaming Literacy
According to Zimmerman literacy has been formulated as “[. . .] the ability to 
understand, exchange, and create meaning through text, speech, and other 
forms of language” (2009, 23). However, as he emphasises, diverse forms 
of media, including images, films, music, and television among others, re-
quire a new set of competences in order for them to be produced and un-
derstood. The situation becomes even more complex when we think about 
games (including video or electronic games), constituting elaborate systems, 
which may include all the above phenomena. Games in all their shapes have 
already left the safe confinement of the magic circle and no longer seem 
to stand outside ordinary life or within the boundaries of time and space. 
They are now, more than ever before, used in a myriad of contexts (learning, 
medicine, marketing) and have become the tools for creating meaning out-
side of their self-contained systems. According to Zimmerman, an impor-
tant question to ask in the light of the current status of games is not “What 
does gaming look like? but instead: What does the world look like from the 
point of view of gaming?” (ibid., 24). And the latter question seems to be 
partially answered by the current examples of gamified every day practices, 
such as participating in events (Livecube, 2014), prioritising e-mails (At-
tent, 2014), reading books (ReadSocial App, 2014), or even brushing teeth 
(Kolibree, 2014). All the above examples seem to be turning daily activities 
into games. However, experiencing the world via gaming is not only about 
upward movement, rewards, scoring, ranks, and the achievement of status 
displayed in corresponding social platforms. The process of “[. . .] assigning 
a new game-like character to people’s daily rhythm” (Dragona 2013, 1) does 
not have to be defined solely by points and rewards. It may be a little bit more 
fun to play with. 

Interestingly, when referring to the playful world in which “the way 
we live and learn, work and relax, communicate and create, will more and 
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more resemble how we play games”, Zimmerman does not even mention the 
term gamification (Zimmerman 2009, 30). Whether he did it consciously, or 
whether the term was not yet such a popular buzzword at the time of shap-
ing the concept, the phenomenon he describes to a certain degree seems to 
be illustrated by gamified practices. But only partially. Gaming literacy ex-
plains those practices and creates a meaningful framework, which surpasses 
the point-based structure and focuses equally on the importance of play and 
meaningful contextual design. 

The concept involves three interweaving phenomena – systems, play 
and design – which demand a new set of cognitive, creative, and social skills 
from the participants (ibid., 25). Being systems literate is the ability to un-
derstand the world in terms of dynamic structures formed out of changing 
elements. This way of understanding cultural texts in their broad sense, is 
very much useful with reference to games, which are systemic constructs 
based on sets of rules. When those very same rules are put into action and 
interacted with, the concept of play emerges. As Zimmerman emphasises, 
“[j]ust as games are more than their structures of rules, gaming literacy is 
more than the concept of systems. It is also play.” (ibid., 26). Rules are fixed 
and rational, whereas the activity of play may be subversive and improvi-
sational. Play may be understood as a “free movement within a more rigid 
structure” (Salen and Zimmerman 2004, 304) or it may as well refer to play 
within or with that very same structure. Zimmerman supports this obser-
vation with the examples of players modding games, engaging in playful 
discourse between games, and developing whole cultures around certain 
game titles (2009, 27).3 Systems are crucial for the proper understanding of 
gamified practices, but without the play component, they do not make much 
sense. As Zimmerman rightfully notices, systemic literacy centres on games 
whereas playful literacy shifts the focus towards the very action of playing 
and players who are at its core. It diverges from structures of rules towards 
structures of human interaction (ibid.). The third component focuses on 
creating meaning through game design. It differs from system design in that 
it refers to a particular social and cultural context. Not only is it based on 

3	 Such creative practices and shadow economy surrounding games have been extensively 
discussed by James Newman in Playing with Videogames (2008).
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logic and rules, more importantly it demands the understanding of culture 
and entertainment environment in general.  

Towards Emergent Playfulness
Being game literate equals being playful, which translates into “[. . .] a ludic 
attitude that sees the world’s structures as opportunities for playful engage-
ment” (Zimmerman 2009, 27). In accordance with Zimmerman’s concept, 
in order for engagement to appear, one needs not only a system of rules, but 
also human interaction with it and culturally significant design. Playfulness 
then does not reside solely within the systemic infrastructure of games, but 
seems to be a quality deriving from the very interaction with the system. 
Following this observation, I propose the following definition of fun with 
reference to games: an enjoyable emotional reaction deriving from the ca-
pacity to engage in playful behaviour, which emerges out of the interaction 
with the game. This may be achieved in numerous ways, for instance condi-
tioned by the implemented rules, and/or as a result of autonomous player’s 
actions not directly predicted by the system.4 In the case of the first scenario, 
the player’s satisfaction is achieved only through the actions performed in 
accordance with the strict and fixed rules of a given ludic system. The latter 
one points towards all the unexpected activities that happen in and around 
the game, creative interpretation of rules, modding, shadow economy (New-
man 2008), or to go back to Zimmerman’s concept, play within and play with 
the game (Zimmerman 2009). It is this second component, which is not as 
easily replicable as the intended interaction with the system itself. Fun, de-
fined in this way, seems to be relying on play as “[. . .] a voluntary activity” 
(Huizinga 1950/1938, 7), providing the player with a certain amount of au-
tonomy (Deterding 2012), which in turn creates space for playful behaviour. 
This free movement within a given structure ultimately leads to what I refer 
to as emergent playfulness.

4	 For Raph Koster, for instance, fun emerges as a result of the mental mastery of a task, and 
is specifically related to the learning scenario (Koster 2005, 2012). He supports his claim 
with Chris Crawford’s remark on fun as “[. . .] the emotional response to learning” (in 
Koster 2005, 228).
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The concept bears noticeable terminological affinity to emergent game-
play, which describes a basic game structure combining simple rules to pro-
duce large numbers of variations (Juul 2002 and 2005). Emergence as such 
may also indicate a general term for player behaviours that have not been 
predicted by game designers (Smith 2001). It is a phenomenon arising “[. . .]   
out of complexity [and . . .] unplanned patterns appearing from within a 
system” (Salen and Zimmerman 2004, 152). Juul juxtaposes games of emer-
gence to games of progression (2005, 67). To him, both present the players 
with different types of challenges. In the first case, the challenge is set up 
by means of interacting rules. The latter one requires each challenge to be 
presented consecutively, as it is done in classic adventure games. It is also 
important to emphasise that “many games can be found on a scale between 
emergence and progression” (ibid., 71). Emergent playfulness draws from 
the above understandings of emergence, and links them with the idea of 
fun as a process originating from the more open design allowing for some 

level of improvisation on the part of the player. 
The improvisational quality of play, as demon-
strated in the previous paragraph, is also a cru-

cial component in Zimmerman’s gaming literacy. 
However, it should be noticed here that emergent playfulness, unlike 

emergent gameplay, is not understood in a strictly design-focused way and 
does not have to refer to a gameplay style or to a structural way of providing 
challenges. It designates a joyful activity, which is the result of meaningful 
gameplay. Just as Zimmerman shifts his focus from systemic literacy occu-
pied with game structures to playful literacy referring to playing, I propose 
to look at playfulness as a quality emerging from play rather than a frame-
work describing a certain design schema. In the case of emergent playfulness 
the space of possibility (Salen and Zimmerman 2004, 165) or landscape of 
possibilities (Juul 2005, 73), do not have to be exclusively tied to the patterns 
of emergence. The rewarding experience may result from the enjoyment of 
rules (emergence) or fictional worlds and storylines (progression) or both 
(emergence with progression components or progression with emergence 
components), but more importantly it does not have to be tied to strictly 
defined design frameworks. The concept detaches the notion of fun from a 
systemic understanding and elevates it to a more general quality expressed 
by gaming literacy.  

How will gamification look 
like in the post-bullshit era?



281

The above reasoning may help us understand why such applications as 
the previously mentioned Attent and Kolibree do not translate the world’s 
structures into playful interactions but more so into well thought through 
fixed game structures. Let us have a closer look at the two examples and their 
mechanics keeping emergent playfulness and gaming literacy as reference 
points. 

Attent is a simple tool, the purpose of which is to develop more cautious 
behavioural patterns of e-mail distribution. The main function of the appli-
cation is to facilitate the prioritisation of sent messages. This simple quanti-
fication mechanism is based on the Serios currency, which enables the users 
to attach value to distributed information. The allocation process needs to be 
considerate as the number of points is finite. The systemic solution offered 
by Seriosity may greatly influence communication efficiency within a cor-
poration. However, its relation to games seems far-fetched and disguises a 
marketing strategy to increase product sales. The company claims that their 
currency solutions are inspired by multiplayer online games. This simple 
currency exchange rule, however, does not turn reading e-mails into a game 
or an inherently playful experience.  

Zicherman claims to be able to change the behaviour and motivational 
patterns by gamification loop where the point system consists of six ele-
ments: challenges, win conditions, leaderboards, badges, social networks, 
and status. The creators of Attent selected points as the only means of game-
ness, resigning from leader boards, badges, status, or win conditions. And 
such a simplified solution may be a perfect choice to deal with information 
overload. It should be, however, taken for what it really is, a well-designed 
pointsification system, not a game, and certainly not one allowing for emer-
gent playfulness. Juxtaposing Attent with the three concepts forming gam-
ing literacy (see figure 1), further exposes its simplicity.  

The core of Attent is its currency allocation system, which constitutes 
a simple structure devoid of the mechanism that would further contextu-
alise the activity. There seem to be no apparent challenges, winning con-
ditions, or rewards. The closed design of the system does not allow for any 
improvisation. Furthermore, the action of e-mail prioritisation has not been  
embedded in any storyline scenario. Lack of those elements makes play-
fulness difficult to achieve, if not impossible. The user neither plays within 
nor with the system, but rather interacts with a familiar interface structure,  

see also 
Razcowski
p. 154–155
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attaching points to the outgoing messages. Attent does not provide any win 
conditions and rewards for the challenge of witty point management. The 
user may of course try to create a meaningful game-like scenario for the 
application and in that sense play with the lack of imagination on the part 
of its designers. The main goal may be the attempt to win the attention of 
the receiver by allocating the right number of points. Such a perspective still 
does not turn Attent into a game, but rather creates potential for a non-ex-
istent meaningful ludic scenario. 

The gameness of Seriosity’s first gamified application may be question-
able. However, the company’s aspirations to design their products as ludic 
experiences have been articulated in black and white. In their blog post de-
voted to games and work, Seriosity refers to Byron Reeves, a professor at the 
Department of Communication at Stanford University, who emphasises that 
highly engaging features of games may become ingredients, recombined in 
different scenarios to make them more game-like (Reeves 2011). As one of 
the participants at the Business Innovation Factory-7 Summit, Reeves was 
wondering how to combine gaming with work, so that a boring interface 
incites a similar level of excitement to a World of Warcraft (2004) session. 
Maybe, if the creators of Attent turned directors or managers into guild mas-
ters, and applied reward conditions for or a possibility to trade Serios among 
the employees, they could be successful in creating a game-like experience. 
However, a simple point distribution system does not turn e-mail boxes into 
a World of Warcraft gameworld.

Points are not inherently bad, but gamified practices devoid of emergent 
playfulness and meaningful design in favour of raw pointsification systems, 
may seem futile and a little less, if at all, fun to play with. In order for play 

Figure 1: Gaming Literacy and Its Components (based on Zimmerman 2009)
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to take place, a certain level of improvisation is needed (Zimmerman 2009, 
26). Let us see whether Kolibree, a gamified teeth-brushing experience, fos-
ters emergent playfulness and enables the shift from systemic interaction 
towards player-centred involvement and meaningful design. Kolibree is a 
new product by a French start-up, which is launching its Kickstarter cam-
paign in the summer of 2014. If successful, it will be one of the first attempts 
to deliver a smart toothbrush with an integrated gamified smartphone ap-
plication. The device and the corresponding software will track long-term 
progress and analyse brushing habits, moves, and frequency. The results 
will be displayed on scoring scales and assigned to a personalised account, 
which may incorporate up to five users / players. The brushing progress will 
be rewarded with points where each score corresponds to a certain brushing 
accomplishment. The scores will ultimately be translated into rewards and 
badges, and the overall performance will be shared via social networks. 

If we removed the name of the product from the above description, it 
could certainly refer to most gamified applications available on the market. 
Similar to Attent, Kolibree operates on the systemic level. The interaction 
with the device incorporates progress measurement and score-based reward 
system, which ultimately may lead to the achievement of status in social net-
works. This rule-driven design seems to correspond very accurately with 
Zicherman’s gamification loop (challenges, win conditions, leaderboards, 
badges, social networks, status). However, when juxtaposed with the three 
concepts underlying gaming literacy, Kolibree fails to integrate the aspects of 
playfulness and meaningful design. Again, the constrained rule-based struc-
ture does not create space for improvisation. The big question remains. How 
to go beyond points and purely systemic features of games, and move the 
experience onto the remaining two levels of gaming literacy that might lead 
to emergent playfulness? 

The Brusheads (2014) concept proposed by PA Consulting seems to 
be addressing the above concern. Most importantly, the game-like proper-
ties of Brusheads start at the level of its design. The prototype comes in five 
different versions, modelled as cartoon characters. As Ahmad Bitar, PA ex-
pert in product design, explains, children identify with their character and 
the personified toothbrush influences their behaviour in playful ways. The 
toy toothbrush has a built-in microphone, so if the child does not complete 
a two-minute brushing cycle, a pre-recorded voice of the character could 
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encourage them to finish the otherwise mundane task. The characters may 
be further brought to life in a corresponding smartphone or computer ap-
plication, which enables the competition between friends. Each account is 
assigned to a selected toothbrush character. On the level of the system, PA 
Consulting’s gamified application does not seem to differ from the previ-
ous example. However, by placing the activity of brushing teeth in a wider 
context, building storyline and fostering emotional attachment to charac-
ters, the Brusheads concept creates ample space for playful behaviours, also 
literally outside of the provided structure. For instance, the design of the 
toothbrush makes it possible for the child to take it outside of the bathroom 
scenario. The brush is encapsulated in a handy portable structure resem-
bling a marker pen, and has a suction cup underneath, so it may be applied 
to different surfaces.  

The Brusheads case emphasises the fact that a game design process in-
volves not only a formal rule-based system, it should also incorporate play-
ful experience set in a socio-cultural context. I would like to conclude this 
section with the definition of a meaningful game design as understood by 
Zimmerman:

Game design involves math and logic, aesthetics and storytelling, writing 
and communication, visual and audio design, human psychology and be-
havior, and understanding culture through art, entertainment, and popu-
lar media. (Zimmerman 2009, 29)

After all, design is a holistic process and only when it is kept as such, emer-
gent playfulness has the chance to develop. Reapplying a uniform well-tai-
lored point system to all possible contexts does not create enough space for 
fun to arise.

Conclusions: Fun Is the Future 
The broad importance of playfulness as a socio-cultural concept was raised 
as early as in 1938 by Johan Huizinga (Homo Ludens). However, as this article 
demonstrates, almost a century later it continues to be a highly disputed topic 
in game studies. Fun, although originally deriving from the ludic system, 
remains an aspect of play, which is not easily encapsulated within and repli-
cated by rigid structures. Additionally, various genres of gamified practices 
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may implement different strategies leading to emergent playfulness. Thanks 
to Zimmerman’s understanding of what any game should comprise of, this 
ephemeral quality becomes translatable to practical design hints, which take 
into consideration the complexity of ludic entertainment. In order to make 
more engaging gamified experiences, it is crucial to understand the phe-
nomenon of game-related fun not only as a quality deriving from their sys-
temic nature, but equally importantly from the playful engagement with that 
very system. If fun is the future as Gabe Zichermann assures us (2010), it 
should become apparent that successful and fun-driven gamification can no 
longer be the result of a simple replication of the standard point-based struc-
ture in accordance with the one-size-fits-all rule. Weather it is described as 
a voluntary activity (Huizinga 1950 / 1938, 7), an autonomous experience  
(Deterding 2012) stemming from games of emergence (Juul 2002 and 2005), 
play with or within the system (Zimmerman 2009), or emergent playfulness, 
fun is a quality which should inform the post-bullshit era of gamification 
and pave the way towards more meaningful and enjoyable design. The path 
may be a little more serpentine than the marketing gamification gurus ex-
pect. After all, drafting emergent playfulness requires a mind-set of an artist, 
not necessarily that of a craftsman. 
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