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INTRODUCTION

Badges are one of the most used elements in gameful design. They have been listed by many
different gamification researchers and experts as one of the basic gameful design elements.
But do you know exactly what role do badges perform on a gameful application? How do
users perceive them and interact with them—do you know that there are at least nine
different ways? How do badges motivate users to engage with the gameful system?

This article summarizes the latest research on how badges are perceived by users, what kind
of users prefer to use them, and how do they motivate users of gameful systems. Finally, we
give design guidelines to make the most effective use of badges in gameful design.

PREVALENCE OF BADGES IN GAMEFUL SYSTEMS

According to a recent academic review of published gamification research [7], badges (along
with similar elements such as achievements, medals, and trophies) were the third most used
gameful design element, just behinds points and challenges (or similar elements such as
quests or missions). On the context of education, reviews published in 2015 [3] and 2018
[6] showed that badges were the most used game element, closely followed by points and
leaderboards.

Badges have received considerable attention from gamification and education researchers.
Although one of the shortcomings of currently published empirical studies of gameful
systems is that they implement several elements without analyzing the individual
contribution of each one, there are a few studies that specifically studied the effects of
badges. For example, Tvarozek and Brza [22], Hamari [4], and Laubersheimer et al. [9] found
positive effects of badges on educational and e-commerce systems. On the other hand,
Kyewski and Kramer [8] implemented badges in an online educational system and found no
significant effects on students’ motivation and engagement.

Therefore, just adding badges to a system is not a guarantee of success. It is important to
understand what different users might enjoy badges or not, or what different perceptions do
users have of their interactions with badges. The following sections will explore these two
topics on gamification research, then conclude with guidelines for using badges in gameful
design.
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INDIVIDUAL PREFERENCES REGARDING BADGES

Probably, all gameful design methods list badges as one of the basic game design elements
to use (or at least, I have never seen one that did not mention badges). However, some go
beyond that and explain what kind of users are more likely to enjoy interacting with badges.

For example, Marczewski [11,12] suggests that badges are a form of feedback that can be
awarded to people for their accomplishments. Thus, they are likely to be enjoyed by users
with higher scores in the Player Hexad user type [13,20]. For Chou [1], badges are one type
of implementation of the game technique “achievement symbols”. Therefore, they are useful
tools to motivate users through Development and Accomplishment (one of the Octalysis
framework’s core drives). But to accomplish this, they must symbolize actual achievements,
obtained through overcoming some form of challenge. For Peters and Cornetti [14], badges
are an acknowledge of achievement or a form of feedback, which can be used to motivate
people with a high desire for acceptance, power, saving, or status [15].

In research, [ have asked participants what kind of gameful design elements they prefer and
correlated their answer with their Hexad user type scores [20]. The results showed that
users with higher scores for Player and Achiever tend to say they are motivated by badges,
as well as Socialisers but to a smaller degree [20]. In another study [19], | grouped gameful
design elements based on user preferences. Badges appeared in the group of Incentives,
alongside achievements, certificates, collections, rewards, prizes, unlockable content, and
quests. This means that individuals who tend to enjoy badges also tend to enjoy these
additional design elements [19]. Jia et al. [5] found that participants who said they liked
badges were a bit less emotionally stable (one of the five-factor personality traits [2]).

HOW DO PEOPLE FUNCTIONALIZE BADGES IN ONLINE SYSTEMS?

Van Roy et al. [16] conducted a very interesting study in which they asked users of
Codecademy! and Khan Academy? how they interacted with the badges in the platform and
how badges motivated them or not. They found out that badges worked in nine different
ways for participants, which they further classified in five groups:

1. Badges as rewards: when users feel that they just receive badges after completing some
tasks in the system.

2. Badges as goal setting: where badges work as calls for performing certain actions in the
system. This can happen by seeing badges as collectables (so the goal is to collect many
badges), challenges (so users wanted to prove to themselves that they could obtain those
badges), a finish line (so badges helped participants feel that they had completed a goal),
or competition (so users could compare themselves with others).

3. Badges as social signalling: when participants used badges as a form of impression
management, i.e., shaping how one is perceived by others.
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4. Badges as encouragement: when users perceived badges as a form of feedback that
encouraged them to keep working. This happened when badges were seen as a form of
(immediate) positive feedback or as an overview of progress made or milestones
completed.

5. Badges as information: when users checked the unlockable badges to find out what they
could do in the system.

These results show that users perceive and interact with badges in different ways. Therefore,
designers must keep this in mind when creating gameful systems. Although van Roy et al.’s
study did not investigate if the different perceptions of badges were correlated to different
user types, we can speculate that users with high scores as Players may tend to see badges
as rewards, users with high scores as Achievers and Players may see badges more as
opportunities for goal setting. Perceiving badges as a means for competition could be a
tendency of users with high Socialiser and Player scores, whereas using badges for social
signalling can be a tendency of users with high Socialiser and Free Spirit scores.

It is also noteworthy that some participants did not enjoy interacting with the badges and
would prefer to not have them at all. This echoes results from Lessel et al. [10] that suggest
that some users may prefer to disable gamification entirely when using an online system.

GUIDELINES FOR GAMEFUL DESIGN

Although badges can be a very effective design element, especially when combined well with
other elements, they are not perceived and do not motivate all people in the same way.
Therefore, designers should be aware of these differences to intentionally decide how to
adapt badges on their systems or allow users to customize their experience.

These are some design guidelines based on the reviewed research results:

1. Badges are often seen as a form of incentive or reward. As such, they can be appealing
especially to users with high scores in the Player Hexad user type. To appeal to these
users, it is important for them to know how they will be rewarded and what actions they
can take to earn those rewards. On the other hand, designers need to be careful because
this kind of rewards can be unappealing to other types of users, especially when the
badges have no other utility (e.g., they cannot be exchanged for something else and do
not unlock new features or activities).

2. Badges are also frequently seen as a means for goal setting and a measure of
accomplishment. As such, they should be particularly appealing to users with high
Achiever and Player scores. To be appealing as a form of goal settings, users should be
able to clearly identify what badges they can earn and what they must do to obtain them.
To signal accomplishment, users must clearly understand what challenges they had to
overcome, so the badges have a personal meaning to them.

3. Although badges are not usually listed as a social element, users with social tendencies
may enjoy utilizing badges as a means for social interaction. This can happen as a form of
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competition, or just as a form of self-expression and impression management. If
designers want to facilitate the competitive role of badges, they should make it easy for
users to compare their own badges with others. To facilitate the social signalling role of
badges, the design should allow users to easily display their badges on their profile.

Badges can be useful as a form of positive feedback and encouragement, or as a form of
progress overview. This happens more easily is participants can perceive badges as a
reward for good performance, instead of just a reward for just putting effort in or just
completing an activity.

Badges can get in the way if users are already motivated to engage with the task or if they
do not perceive any real value in the badges. Therefore, designers should consider letting
users disable or hide badges if they are not interested in using them, or maybe even disable
gamification entirely (see my work on Personalized Gameful Design [17,18,21] for a
discussion on how to build systems that allow users to customize the game design
elements that they want to use).

NOTE ON PATREON CONTENT

This article is a free sample of the kind of content I am publishing as a Patreon content
creator. As a subscriber, you will have access to weekly articles like this, summarizing a topic
from gamification research in an easy and practical format, with guidelines on how to apply
it to your practice. Have you ever felt that it would be great to keep up with the latest
gamification/UX research, but there is never enough time? Now you can do it!

If this sounds interesting, please check Gameful Bits on Patreon and subscribe now!
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