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Abstract
This paper looks at how best to leverage big data through the use of gamification to engage,
empower and upskill employees. People really enjoy playing games. Video games are able to
motivate, to compel us, to transfix us, like nothing else we’ve ever invented has quite done before
(Chatfield, 2010). We need to learn from the things games do well to motivate and engage us
and apply them through gamification. Gamification is becoming the cornerstone of organizational
employee engagement strategies (Paharia, 2013).
Learning from how games handle big data will help us play better at the game of work. We discuss
the ways big data are currently combined with gamification, make recommendations for doing
this well and show you a process for successfully combining gamification and big data in your own
systems and processes. There’s also a trip into the future to see how technology can improve upon
these.

Big Data
Big Data is an “Information asset characterised by such a High Volume, Velocity and Variety to
require specific Technology and Analytical Methods for its transformation into Value” (Andrea De
Mauro, 2016).
Big data solutions are used by organizations to effectively manage large data volumes. Doing
this can enable companies to reduce costs, quickly identify frauds and improve processes. The
global big data market was valued at USD 25.67 billion in 2015 and is expected to see a significant
increase to USD 123.2 billion by 2025, per a report by Grand View Research, Inc (Grand View
Research, 2016).
The fastest growing software segment for big data is in visualization (Grand View Research, 2016).
This is related to increasing demand for visuals to represent and interpret analysed data. Games
are very good at visually displaying data to players and this is our first link between big data and
gamification.

Gamification
Gamification refers to the “use of game mechanics in non-gaming contexts” (Deterding, 2011).
Practically it can be defined as “the phenomenon of creating gameful experiences” (Jonna Koivisto,
2014) or as “the process of making activities more game-like” (Werbach, 2014).
Gamification is a way to apply game mechanics to increase someone’s engagement with a process
so that you get more of the behaviour you desire from that someone.
Gamification is also about understanding why certain game mechanics are so engaging and fun
and how to choose which game techniques we should be using in any given situation. It is based
upon existing theories from motivational psychology, behavioural economics, user experience
design, game design and more. Importantly, gamification gives us a practical framework that
enables us to easily apply these psychological theories to a business or process.
The widespread interest that gamification has attracted lies in its potential to strengthen
engagement, change behaviours and support innovation (Gartner, n.d.) and the gamification
industry is expected to grow from over $2 billion in the U.S. alone in 2015 (M2 Research, n.d.) by
23.4% a year globally from 2016 to 2023 (M2 Presswire, 2017).
One area where gamification has become big business is in sales motivation. There are multiple
gamification plugins for the Salesforce CRM platform such as Bunchball Nitro, LevelEleven and
Hoopla. There’s Splash for SugarCRM and even Microsoft has got in on the act by buying the
company behind the FantasySalesTeam platform in August 2015. Microsoft’s blog about that
purchase highlights an example where Service Corporation International ran a pilot project with 130
sales reps and compared their performance to almost 700 others. Those using FantasySalesTeam
on average closed 88 percent more deals at 213 percent the average contract value. That means
gamification had a huge positive impact on sales.
By adding gamification to your sales software companies are aiming to achieve higher sales by
engaging their staff, increasing competition, promoting collaboration, boosting morale and gaining
insights into sales people and sales processes.
Game techniques that are already utilised within sales CRMs are:
•

Individual and team challenges

•

Public leaderboards that rank on various metrics

•

Fast and frequent feedback to the user - including notifications, points, badges, levelling up
and prizes

•

Onboarding, often through small quests or missions – to speed up the productivity of new
starters and train users to be more comfortable using more of the systems’ features

•

Social networks - with status (bragging and recognition) and activity feeds, conversations and
learning from each other

What else could we do with gamification within CRMs?

Why big data with gamification?
What does it mean when they are put together? There are three main ways gamification is
interacting with big data:
1.

Games to crowdsource big data analysis – as seen in games
like FoldIT (see popout box). These games are designed to
utilise the power of many thousands of people playing to
process and analyse a data set.

2.

Using gamification to generate big data. LinkedIn is a good
example of this. It uses game techniques such as feeding back
to you your ‘profile strength’ to increase profile completion.
The more data they have about you the better for their
business model.

3.

Using big data to come up with more engaging activities for players. The more data we
have about a player then the more relevant and interesting we can make the interactions that
happen in the game. We can tweak the difficulty level to keep the game just difficult enough
to be an exciting challenge.

There are more than 2 billion gamers producing 50TB of data per day
(Reality Games, 2016).

Of these I am particularly interested in the 3rd choice, backed up by a bit of the 2nd option. The
video game industry has been dealing with big data for decades and using it to great effect to
keep players engaged in their games.
Where video games do very well is to highlight data to you only
when a decision needs to be taken. Games tend not to bombard
you with regular reports or spreadsheets, but they will highlight
when you’ve got resources to use or a unit to give orders to or you
have a city in peril. So, you don’t have to search for tasks to do they
come at you naturally and generally in the right priority order.
As a general rule productivity growth has slowed or stopped at
organisations everywhere. Across the OECD countries growth in
GDP (gross domestic product) worked per hour was lower in the
decade to 2016 than in any decade from 1960 (Smart Company,
2017). One of the main culprits is the level of distraction we put up
with these days. (As I write this the internet is down in the café I’m
sitting in and my productivity has shot up!) From social media and
inundated email inboxes through to managers changing priorities
on the projects we’re working on we lose track of what we should
be working on and don’t give ourselves time to focus on key pieces
of work.

FoldIT
AIDS researchers in Washington
DC had been trying to solve
a protein folding issue for 12
years. Then they created a
game for people to play to help
solve this protein folding issue.
Due to the meaningful purpose
(to find a cure for disease) they
were able to get thousands of
people to play the game and
the protein problem was solved
within just 10 days. Since then
many others have got in on the
act and you could play games
such as ‘Play to cure’ and ‘Genes
in space’ from Cancer Research
UK recently.

We should highlight tasks and decisions that need to be made and offer them up to our staff in
a prioritised order. This would also train the staff in the most productive way to work. There is a
definition of gamification that neatly fits with this approach “the application of gamification in
web-based systems is to enhance engagement, grant choices, reaffirm progression and provoke
social habit” (Linder, 2010).

It is not until you play a game many different ways that you truly learn how to
master the game.
Pete Jenkins

Here’s a simple example of how this might apply to sales. I’ve had many clients over the years who
insist on having a record field in the CRM for the last activity date with a client or prospect (usually
last called, emailed or met). They then ask for a report on all contacts whose last activity date is
over 3 months ago. Sounds sensible enough. However, in reality it is extremely rare for a report
like that to be run and anything done about those inactive contacts. With a pro-active game like
system the sales person won’t need to run a report, the game will automatically highlight that you
are about to lose a hard-earned lead and recommend you do something about it.
There are two further aspects of this that are also useful to consider:
1.

Games use big data to facilitate faster and better decision
making.

Top game players in eSports have been shown

to make over 100 decisions a minute during game play!
The metric is APM (actions per minute) and some games
require upwards of 300-400 actions per minute (PRI,
2016). Check out Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi’s Flow Theory
to understand how engaging this sort of game play feels.
As you play the game the data that is highlighted to you should

eSports
Watching people play video
games is now known as
eSports. 71 million people
watched competitive gaming
worldwide in 2015. That number
has increased 8 fold in the past
four years. Gaming channels on
YouTube now bring in more than
3.5 billion views each month.

be delivered in a logical and priority order – as a by-product you
should be building good habits. i.e. if the game play was turned off
you would still know what order to do your tasks in order to win.
2.

Mastery of skills. [This could help generate the right sort of
metric data.] Great games want you to play the game over
and over again but playing the game differently each time by
giving you different resources or advantages to play with each
time. Apart from the fact that this keeps the game feeling fresh
it is a great way to learn how best to play the game.

You might be wondering, why
on earth would you want to
watch other people play video
games? The majority of people
watching eSports are players
themselves and want to learn
new moves and improve their
own game. A stat from Disrupt
SF2016 was that 90% of those
eSports viewers also play the
games.

How could this work in sales for example? Well, this approach basically makes it fun to split test
different approaches to your sales process. Especially as the best route to a good sale is often
remarkably different for your company from the defaults built into your sales CRM system. With
the right feedback from a gamified CRM system you can compare the effectiveness of different
marketing campaigns, different sales scripts, different times of day to call and so forth and you

learn to game the system. Once you’ve played a few different ways, you’ll know how to guarantee
a win. Plus, when you get bored you can always set yourself the challenge to play a different way
or attack a new target market. This will also help prevent sales person burn out and your top sales
people will stay with you longer.

How to successfully combine big data
and gamification
Once you have your business objectives prioritised and agreed, think about what behaviours you
wish to encourage among your audience. For example, do you wish to increase sales activity levels
or enable your users to master making better quality sales?
The process for gamifying your big data
goes as follows (see Figure 1. Data Decisions
Game Cycle). It starts with analysing your
data. Which leads need to be followed up
next, what additional information needs
to be discovered about those leads, are
these high scoring leads? Then list out the
recommended next actions or decisions the
player should take and prioritise them. Tell
the player why they have been prioritised in
that order. Knowing why is more motivational
and also you are subtly training them at the
same time.
The third step is to make those next actions
more fun, for instance to set them as
challenges, quests or missions – i.e. rescue

Figure 1. Data Decisions Game Cycle

these 3 leads before your competitor captures them. You should also plan what sort of positive
feedback the player should receive upon successfully completing the challenge, and as indeed as
they progress through it. The player then takes the actions and completes the quests. Feed in the
results of the player activity, include the data in the next analysis run and send the player round
again on another similar quest. If the player has been successful a few times then increase the
difficulty level of the next challenge and keep the player on their route to mastery.

Big Data + Gamification: the future
We can already see possible futures for big data with gamification. A key area for improvement
is with the analysis and prioritising of data while making the challenges relevant to the player. In
games Artificial Intelligence (AI) systems are becoming a big part of making this happen and we

need to be using AI soon in our business gamification systems too. In fact, we do not even need to
hide the fact that we have an AI helping us.

A gamified system can use automation to motivate users. [In a game] an individual
receives motivational inputs by granting technology nonhuman agency and
considering it a persuasive social actor
(Fogg, 2002).

So in the future, for example in a CRM, we’ll have an AI mentor character setting us the next
personalised challenge to further our progress on mastering the game of selling. The AI can help
us feel more involved in the game: “A meaningful approach incorporating reflection, exposition,
choice, information, play, and engagement (Nicholson, 2015) based on the user’s need can lead to
intrinsic engagement with the activity.
I’ve come up with a simple formula for success:

Figure 2. Engagement formula: Artificial Intelligence + Big Data + Gamification = Engagement

Use this formula to apply gamification to big data and learn from the results to build new levels of
engagement.

Conclusion
We can and should use big data and gamification to engage and empower employees while at
the same time driving behaviours that increase productivity. We’ve seen that gamification is a
great way to generate big data. Analysis of big data to create prioritised activities delivered as
challenges or quests enables us to come up with more engaging play. This leads to faster and
better decision making and mastery of skills. Add a little artificial intelligence into the mix and
you’ve now got the formula for engagement success into the future.
Big data helps you play better at the game of work.
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