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Abstract

Purpose — The present study aims to synthesize and conceptualize, through a systematic literature review
(SLR), the current state of gamification knowledge in the tourism and hospitality (T&H) sector, providing a
roadmap for future research recommendations for service research and practice.
Design/methodology/approach — The research is based on a systematic literature review and adopts a
systematic quantitative approach to summarize existing evidence on gamification usage in the T&H sector,
focusing on relevant service literature on gamification. The authors analyze 36 papers published between 2011
and 2019.

Findings — The authors synthesize existing knowledge into five themes describing gamification’s role in T&H
(Edutainment, Sustainable behavior, Engagement factors, Service provider-generated content and User-
generated reviews). Then, a cross-analysis of the five themes reveals the pivotal elements (affordances,
behavioral and psychological outcomes, and benefits) generated by gamification mechanics in T&H,
simultaneously highlighting potential implications and relevant insights for service literature. The review
identifies critical issues affecting gamification research and provides a future research agenda, considering
opportunities for T&H and service research.

Originality/value — The study provides the first SLR investigating gamification in T&H. The findings
present potential implications and relevant insights for T&H contributing to the construction of a more holistic
understanding of gamification adoption in service research.

Keywords Gamification, Tourism, Service research, Systematic literature review, Digital platform, Tourism
and hospitality

Paper type Research paper

1. Introduction

The growth and diffusion of digital platforms, social media and mobile technologies have led
to the rapid proliferation of the gamification phenomenon in service design (Deterding ef al,
2011). Gamification has been applied in several non-gaming contexts (Robson et al, 2015;
Deterding et al.,, 2011), and by companies seeking new tools to create a connection with users
and influence and enhance the behavior of employees and customers (Baptista and Oliveira,
2017; Robson et al., 2015; Xu et al,, 2016). Multiple studies reiterate that gamification is a
persuasive strategy utilizing game-play mechanics (e.g. points, leader boards, achievements/
badges, levels, story/theme, clear goals, feedback, rewards), identified as affordances which
change user behavior (Anagnostopolou et al, 2018; Hamari et al, 2014a). Indeed, these
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mechanics can generate psychological and behavioral outcomes (Koivisto and Hamari, 2019;
Leclercq et al., 2018; Sigala, 2015a; Su and Cheng, 2015) and drive intrinsic motivation as well
as relatedness, autonomy and competence (Sailer et al, 2017, Hamari et al, 2014b).
Accordingly, to influence consumer engagement, loyalty, satisfaction and user experience,
organizations operating in several contexts, including tourism and hospitality, have adopted
gamification (Xu ef al, 2013).

In recent years, the tourism and hospitality (T&H) industry has rapidly evolved because
of technological developments. The spread of ICT has contributed to the expansion of the
sharing economy (Bernardi, 2015), changing the structure of the tourism market and
influencing the demand for, and supply of, tourism products/services. Travel 2.0 enables the
participation of consumers, allowing them to become co-creators of value by sharing
information and co-distributors of tourism experiences and services (Sigala, 2007). The
tourism industry can be described as a field providing services, characterized by experiences
co-created with the active engagement of tourists (Vargo and Lush, 2008), service providers
and platforms.

Gamification literature provides fragmented and contextualized research (Koivisto
and Hamari, 2019). Hamari ef al. (2014a) point out that the benefits of gamification,
categorized as utilitarian, hedonic and social, depend not only on the users’ perceptions
and behavior but also on the context in which it is applied (Hammedi ef al, 2017). In
particular, as highlighted by Koivisto and Hamari (2019), the existing literature is
primarily focused on the domains of education and learning, crowdsourcing and health,
while any opportunities and benefits of its applications in other contexts need further
research. The T&H sector has relevant potentialities for applying gamification (Buhalis
et al, 2019; Sigala, 2015a; Schuckert et al, 2015). Gamified applications create
opportunities for interaction with the tourist destination (Aebli, 2019) and transmitting
knowledge (Lee, 2019). An example of gamification widely adopted in the T&H sector is
the frequent player program (Xu ef al, 2013), which is a means of collecting points that
can be exchanged for bonuses or rewards (Seaborn and Fels, 2015). Further gamification
applications aim to increase the involvement of tourists and employees in behavioral
change (such as product purchases or efficient work), generating intrinsic motivation
and co-creating value (Huotari and Hamari, 2017). Airbnb, for instance, adopts badges to
guide users on how to use the service, to improve the quality of the service offered, and
to create trust between hosts and guests (Hamari and Eranti, 2011; Jakobsson, 2011;
Resnick and Zeckhauser, 2002). Motivation, engagement, loyalty and brand awareness
are crucial aspects for users. Therefore, as the T&H sector is user-centric, the application
of gamification is useful and strategic. Co-created customizable experiences/services
(Pine and Gilmore, 1999) by both service providers and tourists bring enjoyment, fun and
social connection (Lee, 2019; Neuhofer et al., 2012). Moreover, Rapp et al. (2018) note that
gamification seems to be particularly suitable for application in contexts involving short-
term interaction between users and platforms. This corresponds to the T&H context,
where users’ experiences are confined to a specific time frame starting with the pre-visit,
continuing with the visit and ending with the post-visit.

In addition, Buhalis ef @l (2019) and Phillips and Moutinho (2014) invite us to consider
T&H as a frontline service industry which integrates technological advancements in
strategic processes. Therefore, it is vital to investigate how gamification, especially if
mediated by digital platforms, can contribute to innovate the T&H sector, and to study the
potentialities and impact of this phenomenon for all the sector’s actors, such as consumers,
service providers, digital platform providers and communities. In this regard, to encourage
and guide future research, our study proposes an SLR that summarizes existing studies,
highlights the potential and limitations of this tool, and provides a roadmap for future
research in both the T&H and service fields. Indeed, as stated by Donthu ef al (2021), a current



service research challenge is to investigate how emerging technologies are used (Gamification in

collaboratively and the implications for services.

Considering the potential significance of gamification in the service field, the present
study provides a rigorous analysis able to synthesize and conceptualize the current state of
gamification knowledge in the T&H sector (Heinonen ef al, 2018), focusing attention on
relevant service research literature and contributing to the construction of a more holistic
understanding of gamification adoption in the service sector. In addition, no SLRs on
gamification adoption in T&H sector have been carried out so far.

In light of this, the present study attempts to fulfil a triple aim: (1) to synthesize the
findings of extant research published in leading business and service-oriented journals
(Lu et al., 2020) on gamification adoption in the T&H industry (the motivations, benefits and
obstacles, opportunities and critical issues); (2) to identify themes, research gaps and
priorities; and (3) to provide direction through a future research agenda, thus enabling both
scholars and practitioners to study and implement gamification in the T&H sector and, more
generally, in service research.

Our study is organized as follows. Section 2 describes and explains the gamification in the
tourism industry. Section 3 illustrates the research methodology. Section 4 provides the main
results of the review, identifying bibliometric characteristics, key themes and, for each theme,
presenting affordances, outcomes, benefits and results. Section 5 presents a cross-discussion
of the identified themes analyzing the pivotal elements of gamification and the main critical
issues affecting gamification application in T&H and service science. Section 6 illustrates
recommendations for further research. Section 7 concludes the work and examines the
limitations of our review.

2. Background

2.1 Gamification

Since 2011 there has been a significantly increased interest in the topic of gamification among
academics and practitioners (Hamari ef al,, 2014a). Gamification has been adopted in different
contexts and is a booming market. In 2018, the global gamification market was valued at $6.8
billion and an increase to $40 billion is expected by 2024 (Reportlinker, 2018).

The phenomenon of gamification represents a major development in the information
systems field and has been applied in several contexts such as crowdsourcing (Lee et al., 2013;
Ipeirotis and Gabrilovich, 2014; Morschheuser et al., 2016), commerce (Hamari and Koivisto,
2015), health (Jones et al, 2014; Alahiivald and Oinas-Kukkonen, 2016), education (Bonde
etal.,2014; Christy and Fox, 2014; Majuri et al., 2018), environmental behavior (Lee et al,, 2013;
Lounis et al, 2014), and marketing and advertising (Terlutter and Capella, 2013; Xi and
Hamari, 2019).

Huotari and Hamari (2012, p. 23) define gamification as a service packaging which
enhances customers’ value creation, namely “a process of enhancing a service with
affordances for gameful experiences in order to support the user’s overall value creation.”
The peculiarity of the gamification phenomenon is that the game experience is moved outside
the natural gaming context (Xu et al., 2017; Zichermann and Cunningham, 2011). In the field of
management it is intended to orchestrate processes and services that push users to co-create
in the achievement of organizational goals through the provision of positive experiences
(Deterding, 2019). As stated by Wiinderlich et al (2020), thanks to the adoption of
gamification dynamics, organizations can increase customers’ commitment and loyalty,
willingness to pay, and referral behavior, as well as enhance the engagement of other
stakeholders, such as employees.

Both the aim of gamification, and its effectiveness, are grounded in the desire to motivate
and guide users’ behavior towards a specific goal, by engaging them through the application
of game mechanics and dynamics (Sigala et al, 2019; Sigala, 2015a). Several authors

tourism and
hospitality

693




JSTP
31,5

694

(Deterding, 2015; Hamari et al, 2014b; Huotari and Hamari, 2017; Sigala, 2015a) in
conceptualizing gamification, identify three main, interconnected elements, namely:
affordances, psychological and behavioral outcomes. The affordances are the mechanics
and hidden rules at the root of the game structure which engage users with a specific system.
These game mechanics impact the users’ psychology, generating involvement, knowledge,
flow, and social recognition or enjoyment. User involvement through game mechanics leads
to psychological outcomes related to the motivations of the game, and the attitude and
enjoyment of users (Cheong et al, 2013; Dominguez et al., 2013). Behavioral outcomes refer to
behaviors and activities that are supported through the use of gamification, such as the
performance and use of the system. The affordances can create positive psychological
outcomes that in turn lead to behavioral outcomes (e.g. increased user participation in the
desired game/activity) and value creation (Hamari, 2013). The benefits generated by
gamification have been categorized as utilitarian (i.e. usefulness and ease of use), hedonic (i.e.
enjoyment and playfulness) and social (i.e. recognition and social influence) (Hamari and
Koivisto, 2015). The purpose of gamification mechanics is to stimulate engagement and
improve the experience (Deterding ef al., 2011).

Using the lens of the self-determination theory (Deci and Ryan, 1985) to understand the
motivational potential of gamification mechanics, it is possible to categorize motivation as
extrinsic and intrinsic. The former includes activities that are carried out to obtain results in
the form of rewards (Ryan and Deci, 2000a). In this case, the decision to play is guided by
rewards, such as money, prizes, recognition and status (Zichermann and Cunningham, 2011).
The latter, instead, depends on the specific needs and interests of each user, namely
satisfaction, gratification, the need to socialize, and the desire to establish oneself in a
community (Swacha and Ittermann, 2017). Users engage more in an activity when they are
intrinsically motivated. Users’ well-being and motivation derive from the satisfaction of three
needs: autonomy, competence and relationship (Ryan and Deci, 2011), which affect the
enjoyment and engagement of users (Ritcher et al, 2015; Suh et al, 2015). Players are
completely immersed in the virtual world and this flow contributes to their enjoyment and
satisfaction, generating well-being behaviors (Mulcahy ef al, 2018). It is crucial to design
gamified applications that take into account the characteristics of users (Xu et al, 2017).
Moreover, as pointed out by Sigala (2015b), the use of extrinsic rewards can have negative
effects on users’ motivation if they find themselves having to perform difficult tasks with
respect to their level of knowledge. Intensely motivated users fall into a “flow state” that
favors their engagement, leading them to focused concentration and loss of self-awareness
(Sigala, 2015a).

In some instances, alternative terms such as “serious games” (Bogost, 2007; Kapp, 2012)
are used to inaccurately refer to the phenomenon of “gamification”, generating confusion
about the terms and their meanings both in theory and practice (Xu et al, 2017; Johnson
et al., 2016; Kapp, 2012; Seaborn and Fels, 2015). Nevertheless, both are grounded in the
engaging nature of recreational digital games with a view to enabling behavioral change.
A serious game is defined as “any form of interactive computer-based game software for
one or multiple players to be used on any platform and that has been developed with the
intention to be more than entertainment” (Ritterfeld et al, 2009, p. 6). Thus, serious games
are full-fledged games in which the fantasy world is combined with reality (Seaborn and
Fels, 2015) to influence and educate the players, increasing their knowledge and skills
(Susi et al, 2007). They include pedagogical aspects (Zyda, 2005) and, because of this, they
are defined as “games for serious purpose” (Fleming et al, 2017). In contrast,
“gamification” refers to the application of game dynamics in a non-game setting. In the
gamification context, the games “are deliberately designed to afford positive experiences”
(Deterding, 2019, p. 133).



2.2 Gamification in the tourism industry

The tourism sector has been revolutionized in recent decades by technological innovation.
The spread of ICT has changed the structure of the tourism market, influencing both the
demand for and the supply of tourism services. Digital platforms have changed the roles of
providers and consumers, increasing and improving the variety of services and experiences,
and revolutionizing how companies and consumers interact (Tobon et al, 2020). Tourist
experiences are co-created by tourists and service providers through technology (Tussyadiah
and Fesenmaier, 2009; Neuhofer et al, 2012; Vargo and Lush, 2008) and digital platforms.
Accordingly, platform providers have expanded their role, and their business has rapidly
scaled up in the last decade. Moreover, the preferences and needs of the “new tourist” favor
the use of digital platforms and the development of the sharing economy, allowing extension
beyond the experiences and standardized and impersonal services often associated with the
traditional tourism system (Paulauskaite et al., 2017).

Enjoyment and ease of use are determinants for the continued use of gamification services
(Xu et al., 2016). Hamari and Koivisto (2015) have shown that users are motivated to use
gamification for hedonic aspects, while utilitarian and social factors influence attitudes
toward the systems which, in turn, affect intentions of use. When the use of the system is
voluntary, the user is influenced by the opinions of other users and wishes to feel part of the
community (Kelman, 1958; Venkatesh and Davis, 2000). These elements confirm that
gamification is particularly suitable for application in the T&H industry where aspects such
as enjoyment, curiosity and socializing are key drivers for tourist satisfaction.

In the T&H sector, nowadays we can identify different actors involved in gamified
mechanics: tourists, service providers and platform providers. Thus, the resulting new
service ecosystem is a context with potential for applying gamification (Sigala, 2015a). From
a user perspective, gamification usage depends on utilitarian and hedonic motivations.
Indeed, curiosity, enjoyment and socializing are the main motivations for tourists, together
with having pleasurable experiences and fulfilling challenges and achievements.

The concept of gamification has its roots in customer loyalty or rewards programs (e.g.
subscriptions and points cards), where consumers obtain points to redeem for products
(Zichermann and Linder, 2010). Tourists look for unique and memorable experiences (Aguiar-
Castillo et al, 2019), and the strategic use of ICT and the diffusion of digital platforms
contributes to generating engagement and creating value for the company and for tourists
(Breidbach and Brodie, 2017). In the context of T&H, digital platforms have consumer-
oriented technologies (Guerreiro and Moro, 2017; Moro et al, 2018), and gamification
affordances have been implemented to attract users and increase their engagement.
Nowadays, the gamified tourism apps can stand out with games that promote and provide
tourist information about the visit, and location-based games that aim to increase
engagement with the exploration of the place (Bartoli ef al, 2018; Deterding ef al, 2011,
Xuet al.,, 2015). The use of gamification involves tourists through imagination and enjoyment,
enhancing tourists’ experiences by “getting tourists immersed into a simulated travel world,”
with emotional and more engrossing experiences (Xu, 2011; Sigala, 2015b, p. 202). This tool
can change behavior and influence psychological needs by integrating fun, dynamism and
involvement in order to improve customer loyalty (Xu ef al, 2017). Gamification allows
tourists to co-create experiences by generating positive emotions (e.g. well-being) and
engagement by leveraging psychological needs: autonomy, competence and relatedness,
such as the desire to be part of the community (Aebli, 2019). Moreover, gamified mechanics
encourage tourists to use digital platforms by generating content (e.g. reviews), or by
motivating them through badges. Correspondingly, they co-create value by improving the
providers’ service performances and guaranteeing the quality of the service offered.

Moreover, from the service provider perspective, gamification contributes to employees’
training (Xu et al., 2014, 2017) and allows to educate consumers (Hamari, 2013). Through
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gamification, tourist companies create fun and engaging tourist experiences, generating
satisfaction and profit while helping to increase customer loyalty (Xu et al,, 2015). Despite the
potential benefits, the adoption of gamification among tourism service providers is very
limited (Buhalis and Wagner, 2013). It has emerged that tourist providers face challenges in
planning initiatives/services that are gamified due to the cost of the projects and the
difficulties in measuring their results (Kiralova, 2015). However, tourism service providers
must constantly strive to enhance the tourist experience. For instance, the Airbnb platform
guides the behavior of hosts (service providers) and creates a relationship of trust between
hosts and guests through gamification mechanics, that is, providing badges and points to
hosts when they provide quality services (Resnick and Zeckhauser, 2002). In fact, the
“Superhost” program aims to create incentives that guarantee the involvement of the hosts
and the improvement of the service quality (Liang et al, 2017), satisfying the needs of guests
(Hamari and Eranti, 2011; Jakobsson, 2011). The purpose of the badge is to ensure that hosts
are committed to providing performance that meets high service standards (Liang
et al, 2017).

All these dynamics are possible thanks to the growing diffusion of ICT systems which has
favored the distribution and integration of the game elements (Brigham, 2015; Kapp, 2013) on
digital platforms. With this tool, tourism companies improve the engagement during visiting
experience and their knowledge of the destination by making them more aware of local
resources (Lim et al, 2015; de Oliveira Nunes and Mayer, 2014). The implementation of game
mechanics on digital platforms allows the attraction and retention of more platform visitors
and makes a large amount of data on tourists’ preferences, perceptions, feedback and visit
paths available to service providers (Sigala, 2015a). Service providers are motivated to
participate to retain tourists (Werbach and Hunter, 2012), who are engaged with the
destination (Aebli, 2019) by receiving information about the tourist site (Lee, 2019).

Sigala (2015a) highlights several motivations that influence users to use gamified
applications such as the desire for relationship, friendship and support among members of
the social community. Other elements which contribute to users being engaged in gamified
mechanics include: the desire to be immersed and escape into a fantasy world; the desire for
pain, using other players for their own goals by killing or deceiving others; the desire for
success and power, by reaching the objectives defined by the game; the desire for leadership;
and the desire to live a shared experience, by feeling part of a community of players and
acquiring a reputation within it.

It emerged that the literature confirms the relevance of gamification in T&H, and as far as
we know no SLRs on this topic have been developed. Accordingly, the present research aims
to summarize gamification knowledge in the T&H sector, in order to provide useful insights
for service research and practice.

3. Methodology
3.1 Systematic literature review
Relevant studies (Sigala, 2015a; Schuckert et al,, 2015; Buhalis et al, 2019; Aebli, 2019; Lee,
2019) emphasize the potential deriving from gamification adoption in the T&H industry. As
noted by Xu et al. (2017), tourists are increasingly looking for unique experiences that involve
multisensory involvement and stimulation. It has become a priority to deepen analysis of the
contribution that gamification can make to the T&H sector. Accordingly, by identifying and
analyzing the existing literature concerning this topic, this paper contributes to
understanding how the phenomenon has been received so far. Simultaneously, it
underlines what is unknown and/or uncertain, providing useful directions for future research.
As recognized by Snyder (2019), generally a literature review allows the synthesis of
existing research and evidence, detecting and uncovering areas for extensive studies.



The SLR is a robust, repeatable and transparent scientific method adopted in the wider social Gamification in

sciences (Tranfield ef al,, 2003), including in the T&H sector (Ip et al.,, 2011; Mariani et al., 2018;
Yang et al, 2017). In line with the concepts of Maclnnis (2011), the present SLR aims for
“summarization”: namely, to “take empirical evidence into account to derive conclusions
about what is known” (p. 144), by narrowing “many empirical instances to a set of
manageable conclusions” (p. 145).

The present study aims to understand how gamification and its mechanics have been
researched and implemented in the T&H industry, focusing on relevant service literature on
gamification. The study pursues multiple purposes: first, to determine the key themes and
concepts put forward in scientific papers; second, for each theme, to identify the main
categories of affordances, outcomes and benefits; third, to analyze the results presented in the
papers; and finally, to summarize relevant research gaps to generate future opportunities for
service research and practice.

To synthesize the existing evidence on gamification usage in the T&H sector and to
support the development of evidence-based guidelines for academics and practitioners
(Kitchenham et al, 2008), the present study employs a SLR, adopting a systematic
quantitative approach (Pickering and Byrne, 2014; Pickering et al, 2015). This approach
integrates qualitative and quantitative evaluation and provides a reproducible process of
selection, analysis and reporting of the summarization of reviewed studies (Denyer and
Tranfield, 2009).

A systematic and quantitative approach is crucial to map the boundaries of what is known
and thus shed light on what is yet to be known (Pickering ef al., 2015). The approach of study
is systematic as the methods used to survey and select the papers are reproducible (Pickering
and Byrne, 2013). Systematic quantitative reviews have been previously applied in the T&H
context (Weiler et al, 2012; Yang et al., 2017, Ruhanen et al., 2015), but without a focus on the
significant phenomenon of gamification.

3.2 Systematic review procedure
We utilized the protocol for the systematic quantitative review process, proposed for social
sciences by Pickering and Byrne (2014) and Pickering et al. (2015). It consists of five steps: (1)
determining review aims and formulating research questions; (2) identifying search terms,
databases, and literature selection criteria; (3) searching the databases for the literature and
screening search outcomes against the criteria before refining the criteria; (4) appraising
literature quality and relevance, structuring summary tables through the relevant
information of existing eligible literature; (5) synthesizing and reporting findings and
research gaps.

3.2.1 The SLR’s aims and research questions. In line with the approach adopted by Folstad
and Kvale (2018), specific research questions contextualized in the T&H industry were stated
to guide the SLR:

(1) What are the key themes recurring in the reviewed research?

(2) What are the most frequent affordances, outcomes and benefits deriving from the use
of gamification for each theme?

(3) What are the results and critical issues for the detected themes in T&H sector and
service research?

(4) What further research is proposed by previous studies?

By following the above questions, the study extracts, summarizes and analyzes the pivotal
elements of the reviewed papers, allowing the identification of key themes of gamification
research in the T&H industry.
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3.2.2 Search query, inclusion criteria and database. The search of the literature in the
Scopus database was conducted using the following search query:

TITLE-ABS-KEY (gamif* AND touris* OR travel* OR accommodation OR hospitality OR
“sharing economy” OR “peer-to-peer platform”)

The search considered the terms gamif*, touris* and travel* to include all possible forms
deriving from the root.

Following the guidelines of Pickering and Byrne (2014) and Moher et al. (2009), the
following initial inclusion criteria regarding the characteristics of the publications
were set:

(1) To include article, conference papers, book chapters and reviews,
(2) To consider research written in English,
(3) To cover articles published since 2011.

Regarding the typology of papers, it was decided to include articles and conference papers,
as in previous literature reviews it emerged that the majority of gamification publications
derive from conference proceedings and articles published in journals (Koivisto and
Hamari, 2019; Seaborn and Fels, 2015). Moreover, book chapters and reviews were also
included to perform a more complete and accurate analysis. The study considers research
conducted since 2011 as there has been a growing interest in gamification since the second
half of 2010 (Deterding et al, 2011) from both academics and practitioners (Hamari et al,
2014a). The literature search was conducted in the Scopus database between July and
September 2019.

The Scopus database indexes contents of all other databases with potentially relevant
content (e.g. ACM, IEEE, Springer, AIS Electronic Library and DBCP Computer Science
Bibliography) (Warmelink et al., 2018) and, as recognized by Wang et al. (2019, p. 166), it
provides access to “reliable, robust and cross-checked data” (Galvagno ef al, 2014). Indeed,
Scopus is widely used in academic research (Macke and Genari, 2019). It functions as a search
engine of other databases, producing the most results, its advanced search capabilities exceed
those of other databases, and it is particularly focused on social science content (Yang et al.,
2017). In addition, as pointed out by Pare et al (2015), conducting the research on a unique
database helps to ensure the clarity, rigor and replicability of the process, avoiding
redundancy and overlapping. This is also confirmed by several studies (Hamari and Keronen,
2017; Majuri et al.,, 2018; Rajanen and Rajanen, 2019) which recognize that using one database
instead of conducting searches in various repositories is preferred to increase the rigor and
clarity of the data gathering.

3.2.3 Search outcomes, screening and refining criteria. The literature search resulted in a
total of 156 records, collected in an Excel spreadsheet (Folstad and Kvale, 2018). For each
record, the following data were collected: title, authors, authors’ affiliation, abstract,
keywords, publication year, source, type of work (article, conference paper, review or book
chapter), research approach and research context. To detect the primary studies, namely the
ones that have to be considered for analysis (Moher et al, 2009), further strict inclusion
criteria were established. In particular, in line with the aim of the paper, the researchers
focused on identifying studies that mainly deal with gamification applications in the T&H
industry. Furthermore, the studies grounded in the IT development of the gamification
application were considered out of scope. This assessment was conducted in parallel by three
researchers, during the analysis of titles, abstracts, and keywords of each record included in
the spreadsheet (Folstad and Kvale, 2018). Subsequently, the three outputs were compared,
and a filtered spreadsheet was defined. At the end of this phase, three duplicate studies were
identified, 100 hits were excluded as inconsistent with the refined criteria, and 53 studies were



selected for eligibility and therefore for full-text analysis. To facilitate efficiency and the Gamification in

traceability of papers included/excluded at the different phases of the literature search,
Figure 1 provides the PRISMA flowchart adapted from Moher ef al (2009).

3.2.4 Literature appraisal and summary. To evaluate the 53 studies, the full texts were
thoroughly reviewed and analyzed and the Excel spreadsheet was integrated with additional
information such as: Study approach (conceptual or empirical), Methodology (qualitative,
quantitative, or mixed method), Method of data collection, Country, Aim, Findings and
Conclusion.

A total of 22 articles were excluded: 12 studies had a technical/engineering scientific
context and 10 studies were not consistent with the research aim. Afterwards, on the 31
detected records, a cross-reference analysis (Cooper, 1989) was carried out, and five new hits
were added. Thus, the final body of literature consists of 36 papers. Considering the research
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Table 1.
Research approach

questions guiding the SLR, the 36 studies were deeply analyzed and coded to identify the
main themes that characterize the use of gamification in the T&H industry, together with the
affordances, outcomes and benefits. These outcomes were managed and summarized by the
development of multiple tables (Webster and Watson, 2002). In this phase the analysis was
performed in parallel by two researchers and, to ensure the quality and rigor of the analysis,
the other two researchers reviewed the whole process. In the event of discrepancy, the study
was re-analyzed to resolve the conflicting view (Heinonen et al, 2018).

3.2.5 Summary of findings and research gaps. Starting with the data analysis and tables
developed during the previous phase, the main findings of the SLR were synthesized. First, an
introduction with a brief overview of bibliometrics characteristics and peculiarities of the
analyzed works is provided. Second, a detailed explanation of the detected themes is presented,
specifying aim, affordance, outcomes, gamification strategy findings and the benefits related to
the adoption of gamification mechanics in T&H. Third, a cross-analysis of the identified themes
is presented, discussing the gamification pivotal elements: affordances, psychological and
behavioral outcomes, and benefits (Deterding, 2015; Hamari et al, 2014b; Huotari and Hamari,
2017; Koivisto and Hamari, 2019). This gamification conceptualization is appropriate in
analyzing a literature review for its level of abstraction, to enable identification of those pivotal
elements in the reviewed records, allowing comprehension of how gamification is revealed
(Hamari et al, 2014a). Finally, we highlighted the main critical issues affecting gamification
application. On the basis of that, an agenda for future research on gamification is presented,
considering opportunities for the T&H themes and service research.

4. Review analysis and findings

The selected papers were analyzed first author-centrically and then concept-centrically in
order to extract the relevant information (Webster and Watson, 2002). The bibliographic
details of 36 studies were synthesized in a summary table created using Microsoft Excel
software. Although the gamification phenomenon spread in 2011 (Deterding et al, 2011;
Hamari ef al., 2014a), the literature search hits by year evidence the development of academic
interest in gamification in the T&H industry since 2015. In 2013, only one conceptual study
Xu et al, 2013) appeared. In contrast, 25 studies date back to the period 2017-2019,
suggesting that interest in gamification in the T&H context is rapidly increasing. As emerged
from the authors’ affiliation section in the summary table, most of the research on the
gamification use in the T&H comes from authors in China, the UK and Australia. Our study
shows that 24 research papers were published in journals, five are book chapters, two are
reviews and five studies were published in conference proceedings. As shown in Table 1, a

Article
Research approach count Study
Conceptual paper/ 12 Sigala et al. (2019), Skinner ef al. (2018), Swacha and Ittermann
literature review (2017), Xu et al. (2013), Yung and Khoo-Lattimore (2019), Sigala
(2015¢, 2018), Ramos et al. (2016), Wasan (2017), Gera and Hasdell
(2019), Kachniewska (2015), Shen and Joppe (2019)
Empirical paper 24
Qualitative methodology 7 Aebli (2019), Negrusa et al. (2015), Séraphin ef al. (2017), Kirdlova
(2015), Xu et al. (2016, 2017), Correa and Kitano (2015)
Quantitative 8 Moro et al. (2019), Schuckert et al. (2016), Sigala (2015a, b), Yoo et al.
methodology (2017), Mantouka et al (2019), Yang et al (2018), Tan (2018)
Mixed methodology 9 Fischoder et al. (2018), Séraphin (2019), Aguiar-Castillo et al (2019),

Lee (2019), Liang et al. (2017), Garcia et al. (2019), Dingli and Mizzi
(2018), Mesaro et al. (2016), Tsai and Lee (2017)




total of 24 research papers are empirical studies, one is a literature review and 11 are Gamification in

conceptual papers. The empirical research most frequently adopts quantitative research
methods. Specifically, our study reports that 17 studies employed a quantitative approach
and seven reported qualitative analysis. The most frequent keywords utilized in the reviewed
papers were: gamification (24), tourism (9) and motivation (6). From analysis of the domains of
the studies, it emerges that most articles focus on online platforms, including Airbnb and
Tripadvisor.

In order to extract, synthesize and analyze the results of studies, we used content analysis
to classify the reviewed papers. In particular, the title, abstract, author’s keywords, context,
aim and research gap of the 36 papers were reviewed and coded. We extracted, summarized
and analyzed the results of the studies to identify the main findings and further research for
any field in the T&H industry. In this way, we were able to identify five themes describing
gamification research in T&H (Figure 2): Edutainment, Sustainable behavior, Engagement
Jactors, Service provider-generated content, User-generated reviews.

In the following sub-paragraphs, we explain the contents of the identified themes. First the
meaning of the theme is presented. Then for every theme, the following key aspects were
investigated: an overview of the gamification research aims; the affordances used to achieve
the gamification scope; the linked psychological and behavioral outcomes; the gamification
strategy results; and finally, the benefits detected in the reviewed papers following the
classification provided by Huotari and Hamari (2017) (hedonic, utilitarian and social). To
summarize the main elements detected through the SLR, ad hoc tables have been built (see
Tables 2-6).

4.1 Edutainment theme

The Edutainment theme is a hybrid form combining the need to educate tourists and to
provide entertainment through the use of IT systems (Hannigan, 1998). Poria et al. (2003)
highlight the need to include personalized and engaged experiences in the tourism sector. The
theme of tourism edutainment encompasses the different game mechanics which emerge
from the reviewed papers, used for the purpose of educating or providing information and
knowledge of tourist destinations, promoting local tourism and at the same time increasing
tourists’ involvement and entertainment (Hertzman et al, 2008; Markouzis and
Fessakis, 2015).

The papers coded in this theme are summarized in Table 2 and highlight how game
mechanics influence knowledge about cultural heritage attractions and promote the
exploration of cultural heritage. Specifically, eleven studies analyzed the role of gamification
as an educational tool: three were conceptual, and eight empirical. Most empirical studies
carried out experiments (Lee, 2019; Séraphin, 2019; Fischoder et al., 2018; Dingli and Mizzi,
2018; Mesaro et al., 2016; Tsai and Lee, 2017) testing gamified mobile applications which
provide information about cultural heritage, engage users and enhance the tourist-attraction-
visiting process.

res 'iH
sector

tourism and
hospitality
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Figure 2.

Themes on
gamification research
in T&H
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Concerning the affordances adopted, it emerges that the most utilized were virtual
experience (Séraphin ef al., 2017; Skinner et al., 2018; Ramos et al., 2016; Fischoder et al., 2018;
Dingli and Mizzi, 2018; Mesaro et al, 2016; Correa and Kitano, 2015), rewards (Lee, 2019;
Swacha and Ittermann, 2017; Dingli and Mizzi, 2018; Tsai and Lee, 2017; Correa and Kitano,
2015) and storytelling (Fischoder et al, 2018; Dingli and Mizzi, 2018).

In terms of psychological outcomes, these game mechanics generated engagement,
immersion, increased awareness of the importance of cultural heritage and transferred
knowledge/information, subsequently creating greater participation and interest in the
tourist site (behavioral outcomes). Indeed, gamification may generate other behavioral
outcomes, including positive stress associated with emotions such as joy, contentment and
excitement and negative stress caused by unfamiliar quizzes/missions that users considered
too challenging (Lee, 2019).

Research in the Edutainment theme demonstrates that gamified tools have a relevant role
for educating about cultural heritage too, improving perceptions of the destinations and
increasing the engagement of tourists, enhancing the experience before, during and after the
visit (Swacha and Ittermann, 2017). Pre-visit tools can also encourage people to visit critical
destinations (e.g. post-conflict or post-disaster destinations), promoting the acquisition of
knowledge (Séraphin et al, 2017). On the site, gamification generates entertainment and
engagement, and increases tourist satisfaction. After the visit, this game mechanic encourages
the memory and sharing of the experience and encourages further visits (Swacha and
Ittermann, 2017). Through gamification, tourism organizations engage users with the
acquisition of knowledge about heritage sites (Ramos et al, 2016; Séraphin, 2019; Tsai and
Lee, 2017; Correa and Kitano, 2015). In addition, the gamified systems guide tourists on where to
find information on tourist destinations (Correa and Kitano, 2015). Tsai and Lee (2017) highlight
how a game increases user participation, improves tourists’ cultural identity awareness, and
promotes local tourism. Scholars emphasize that gamified tools are crucial for the tourism
business in encouraging millennials and Generation Z to visit places such as museums, and
sometimes enhance a city’s economic and educational state (Fischoder et al, 2018; Skinner et al.,
2018). Through gamification, learning the city’s historical facts and locations of interest can be
an enjoyable and productive experience (Dingli and Mizzi, 2018). The gamified application
creates a virtual tour that is more attractive and interactive for users (Mesaro et al, 2016) and
generates benefits for local economies, increasing tourism and realizing sustainable
management (Tsai and Lee, 2017). However, research conducted by Lee (2019) reveals that
gamification mechanics can also negatively affect enjoyment and flow experience and have an
indirect negative effect on loyalty towards cultural heritage destinations (Lee, 2019).

The findings illustrate how gamification usage generates utilitarian and hedonic benefits,
as well as tourism knowledge for users, by providing destination information in an
interactive, pleasurable and engaging way.

4.2 Sustainable behavior theme

In several contexts, such as the T&H sector, the need has emerged to raise awareness and
educate consumers by encouraging Sustainable behavior (Mair and Laing, 2013; Verplanken
and Wood, 2006). Environmental issues have encouraged people to adopt environmentally
friendly behavior (Kalafatis and Pollard, 1999). Many hotels are starting to implement
innovative actions to reduce their environmental impact (Dief and Font, 2010). This theme
includes and analyzes events and initiatives that encourage sustainable behavior within the
community. Sustainable behavior depends on one’s personal values, social motivations and
contextual factors that can influence motivation. ICT systems, including gamification
mechanics, are recognized as tools that can promote sustainability (Ali and Frew, 2013;
Seaborn and Fels, 2015), favoring a transition to a more sustainable lifestyle.



As shown in Table 3, the three studies included in the Sustainable behavior theme analyze (Gamification in

the impact of the use of gamification mechanics on promoting and incentivizing sustainable
behaviors, through quantitative (Aguiar-Castillo ef al, 2019; Yoo et al, 2017) and qualitative
(Negrusa et al.,, 2015) empirical studies. From the analysis of the reviewed papers, it emerges
that the most common affordances implemented to promote the adoption of sustainable
behavior are points (Aguiar-Castillo et al, 2019; Yoo et al, 2017) and levels (Negrusa ef al,
2015; Yoo et al, 2017). These mechanics generate usefulness, social conscience and
involvement, as psychological outcomes, and a more active participation with the system as a
behavioral outcome.

Additionally, this theme explores factors influencing the adoption of sustainable behavior.
In the T&H context, gamification is used to raise tourists’ awareness of economic, social and
environmental sustainability issues by promoting sustainable tourism practices. These game
mechanics generate information that spurs tourists on to use resources efficiently and
improve the tourism destination’s reputation by creating social interaction with local
communities (Aguiar-Castillo ef al, 2019; Negrusa et al, 2015). Conversely, Budeanu (2007)
argues that users may resist changing their behavior to promote sustainability, particularly
during holidays (Negrusa et al, 2015).

However, through game mechanics, it is possible to achieve the objectives of economic,
social, and environmental sustainability by sensitizing users. The perception of usefulness,
ease of use, and enjoyment of the application are crucial in influencing tourists and guiding
their behavior (Yoo et al, 2017). Gamification improves the efficient use of resources and
promotes sustainable behavior such as waste sorting (Aguiar-Castillo ef al, 2019). These
mechanics strengthen economic sustainability by increasing customer loyalty and brand
awareness and by creating interactions that involve users in charitable acts.

Studies belonging to the Sustainable behavior theme have highlighted a positive change in
user behavior, demonstrating that gamification usage generates utilitarian and hedonic
benefits. Game mechanics enhance the tourist attraction visiting process, provide tourists
with information on how to recycle, educate them about these sustainable practices, and
encourage them to spread these habits/behaviors in their community (Aguiar-Castillo et al,
2019; Negrusa et al., 2015).

4.3 Engagement factors theme

The theme of Engagement factors investigates the incentives and factors that motivate
tourists to interact with gamified technology, and examines how these mechanics can
contribute before, during, and after tourists’ visits. Identifying the factors that influence
tourists to use gamified applications is crucial for companies to improve the service
offered, and to create dynamic interaction between users and companies (Xu et al, 2013,
2016, 2017).

Fifteen papers analyze the Engagement factors theme (Table 4): eight empirical studies,
using questionnaires (Mantouka et al., 2019; Yang et al., 2018; Garcia et al., 2019; Tan, 2018),
laddering (Aebli, 2019; Kiralova, 2015), focus groups (Xu et al, 2016) and case studies (Xu
et al, 2017); one literature review (Yung and Khoo-Lattimore, 2019) and six conceptual
research papers (Xu et al, 2013; Sigala, 2015a, 2018; Wasan, 2017; Kachniewska, 2015; Shen
and Joppe, 2019).

The studies analyzing Engagement factors note that the main affordances utilized to
motivate and engage users are points (Aebli, 2019; Xu et al., 2013, 2016, 2017; Sigala, 2015a,
2018; Garcia et al.,, 2019; Kachniewska, 2015; Shen and Joppe, 2019), badges (Xu et al., 2013,
2016, 2017; Sigala, 2015a; Tan, 2018; Kirdlova, 2015; Kachniewska, 2015; Shen and Joppe,
2019) and rewards (Aebli, 2019; Xu ef al, 2016, Wasan, 2017; Sigala, 2018; Yang et al, 2018;
Shen and Joppe, 2019). Engagement, enjoyment, motivation and social recognition are the
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main psychological outcomes generated by game mechanics, whereas interest and
participation among users and on site are the most recurrent behavioral outcomes.

As highlighted by Wasan (2017), in the T&H industry there has been an increase in
customer engagement technologies such as gamification, which have enhanced brand
awareness, improved the quality of services, and provided assistance to tourists at every
stage of the travel journey. Through gamified advertising, the service providers understand
which services/products are most attractive to and most requested by users (Shen and Joppe,
2019). Game mechanics are used in all travel phases, from the preparation for the trip to the
post-visit, providing useful material to users, for instance, information on the services
available at the airport and on the flight (Mantouka ef al, 2019). This fosters loyalty to the
service/brand, influencing customer behavior at any stage of the consumer behavior process
(Sigala, 2015¢). Several studies (Aebli, 2019; Xu et al, 2016) show that tourists use gamified
apps for curiosity, utility (to get information about destinations), to socialize and to increase
satisfaction, brand awareness and loyalty to the destination (Xu et al, 2013, 2017).
Augmented and virtual reality create a multidimensional experience, encouraging visitors to
interact with the attractions by offering sensorial immersion (Xu ef al., 2013; Yung and Khoo-
Lattimore, 2019). From Aebli’s exploratory study (2019), four motivational models emerge for
the use of gamified technology during a holiday: success and desire for self-esteem through
competition; social recognition; social interaction and connection with others; and
reminiscence about experiences.

The study conducted by Yoo ef al. (2017) on the adoption of the application of gamified
smart tourism shows that the desire for interaction prevails over utilitarian motivations such
as the collection of useful information for a visit. Moreover, through gaming users seek to
increase self-esteem and social recognition within the community (Aebli, 2019). Gamification
revitalizes the T&H industry by suggesting new destinations/events and involving different
targets (Kachniewska, 2015). This tool enhances customer co-creation and supports the social
transformation of customer relationship management and loyalty programs (Sigala, 2018).
Gamified mobile experiences provide information to DMOs (destination management
organizations) to engage users and to enrich experiences during the on-site phase of the trip.
Gamified mobile experiences allow DMOs to influence the behavior and to create interaction
between DMOs and tourists (Garcia et al, 2019; Tan, 2018). Through gamification it is
possible to enhance visitation, demonstrate the destinations’ values, motivate longer-term
engagement, create awareness, drive visitors’ loyalty, help visitors interact, learn, share
opinions and support visitors in exploring the destination (Kiralova, 2015).

Research within the Engagement factors theme has highlighted a positive change in user
behavior, demonstrating that gamification usage generates social, utilitarian and hedonic
benefits.

Regarding social benefits, it transpires from the reviewed papers that social needs are
crucial for engagement with gamified technology (Aebli, 2019). Gamification creates
interaction and socialization (relatedness) and has the potential to make other tourist users
socialize with different local realities (Xu ef al., 2013, 2016). On cultural heritage sites,
gamification generates utilitarian benefits as well as tourism information and knowledge for
users and in addition provides rewards such as free tourism tickets and sales coupons
(Xu et al., 2017; Sigala, 2015a; Tan, 2018). The usage of gamified mobile experiences allows
tourism service providers to obtain relevant information about tourists (Garcia et al, 2019;
Shen and Joppe, 2019). This tool is crucial to attract the attention and interest of visitors
(Kiralova, 2015) and to improve tourists’ awareness of local culture and history
(Kachniewska, 2015). Moreover, gamification mechanics improve gamified application
usage and enhance the tourist attraction visiting process, generating hedonic benefits (Sigala,
2018; Yang et al., 2018).



4.4 Service provider-generated content theme

The studies conducted on Airbnb were analyzed, incorporating these in the Service provider-
generated content theme. The aim was to understand how user behavior changes through
gamification affordances (e.g. the “Superhost” badge). Several studies have highlighted the
crucial aspect of marketer-generated content in consumer decisions (Albogami ef al., 2015;
Kumar et al, 2016). On platforms like Airbnb, there is a shortage of user-generated content
(UGC), and content generated by the service providers (e.g. hosts) is necessary. The platform
allows hosts to publish information about their property and themselves and guests choose
the accommodation accordingly (Liang ef al., 2020). Gamification guides service providers on
how to use the platform and improve both the service offered and the service provider-
generated content.

The Service provider-generated content theme analyzes how gamification mechanics
influences host motivation and behavior in platform usage. The theme is composed of three
articles, two of which are conceptual, and an empirical study (Liang et al., 2017) that shows the
results of an experiment in Hong Kong (Table 5). The reviewed papers show that the most
common affordances are the badges (Liang ef al,, 2017; Sigala et al., 2019; Gera and Hasdell,
2019). These generate psychological outcomes: enjoyment and social recognition, through the
behavioral outcome of more frequent use of the Airbnb platform.

The findings of the studies note that Airbnb utilizes game elements to attract users to
provide reviews. In particular, the platform offers game mechanics for the hosts, and through
the “Superhost” badge, it incentivizes and guides them to improve the services offered.
Accommodation providers (hosts) are driven by intrinsic motivations such as selflessness,
competence satisfaction, self-development and social interaction, and thus Airbnb uses
badges and travel coupons to engage hosts (Gera and Hasdell, 2019). Hosts must follow
specific rules and challenges to obtain the “Superhost” status. This virtual status has the
objective of frequently involving the hosts with the Airbnb platform by updating their
listings and improving their services (Hamari ef al, 2014a; Liang et al, 2017). Indeed, the
badge provides intrinsic motivation for enhancing the quality of services, as well as obtaining
more bookings and positive reviews. Studies have shown that guests are willing to spend
more on apartments with “Superhost” badges.

On the Airbnb platform, the “Superhost” badge mechanic provides utilitarian benefits
(such as priority support, supermarket discounts, webinars) and hedonic benefits (travel
coupons or invitations to events). In addition, social recognition and visibility in the
community allows hosts to receive more bookings and reviews (Liang et al.,, 2017; Sigala et al.,
2019; Gera and Hasdell, 2019).

4.5 User-generated reviews theme
In the User-generated reviews theme, studies conducted on Tripadvisor are included. The
studies analyze the gamification mechanics used by the website for increasing user reviews.
Tripadvisor allows tourists to leave reviews on places visited, gaining badges and
accumulating points according to their contribution in the community. Several studies
observe that online user-generated reviews influence the number of online bookings (Ye et al,
2009), along with intentions to book and perceptions of trust (Sparks and Browning, 2011).
Gamification encourages user involvement in and interaction with websites, increasing
interest and engagement and improving the travel experience. Numerous studies emphasize
the effectiveness of reviews generated by users in influencing the choices of other users
(Cantallops and Salvi, 2014; Sparks and Browning, 2011; Ye et al, 2009).

As shown in Table 6, this theme explores how user behavior changes through
gamification features and how game mechanics can enhance travelers’ online experiential
values. The User-generated reviews theme includes four empirical research studies that,
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through questionnaires, analyze gamification effects on Tripadvisor (Moro et al, 2019;
Schuckert et al., 2016; Sigala, 2015a, b). Badges (Moro et al., 2019; Schuckert et al., 2016; Sigala,
2015a, b) and points (Moro et al., 2019; Sigala, 2015a, b) involve and motivate users to generate
reviews (psychological outcomes). Similarly, behavioral outcomes supported by the User-
generated review theme examine the users’ performance (number of contributions, tracking
badges).

Research in the User-generated reviews theme demonstrates that the Tripadvisor platform
adopts a gamified system to increase the interest and engagement of users by motivating
them to contribute reviews. The research shows that gamification mechanics stimulate user
involvement and interaction with the platform, encouraging user intervention to write
reviews, thereby improving the travel experience and generating social and emotional
benefits (Moro et al, 2019; Schuckert et al., 2016). Users find that the platform’s gamified
activities are a reliable and enjoyable way to evaluate the quality of travel information. The
badge indicates competence, and users are active on the platform to obtain “status” in the
community. The mechanics adopt a user-centric design and are based on intrinsic motivation
that improves travel experiences and co-creates value for tourists (Sigala, 2015a, b).

The key findings highlight that the affordances implemented in Tripadvisor generate
utilitarian and social benefits. Indeed, Tripadvisor utilizes game mechanics to incentivize
users to interact with the website and write reviews, thus allowing players to acquire a
reputation within the community (Moro et al, 2019; Sigala, 2015a, b), and also provide
information to other users to improve travel experiences.

5. Discussion
The SLR findings indicate that gamification may represent a pivotal strategy for services,
confirming its attractiveness for service scholars and practitioners (Mulcahy et @/, 2020). This
is particularly true in this time of fierce competition and intense crisis, when service providers
need to identify innovative tools and strategies to stay on the market successfully and
sustainably. The present study provides an analysis of how gamification research has
developed so far and the effects it has generated in the T&H field, confirming it as a sector
with relevant potentialities for applying gamification (Buhalis et al, 2019; Sigala, 2015a;
Schuckert et al, 2015). Indeed, gamification can be successfully adopted during all three
phases that constitute the tourist journey as identified by Gronroos (2007): pre-visit, on-site
and post-visit.

The SLR results present potential implications and relevant insights for service literature.
In the findings section, five main themes of gamification research in T&H have been detected
and presented: edutainment, sustainable behavior, engagement factors, service provider-
generated content and user-generated reviews. Although the themes were detected in a
specific context, it is interesting to note their suitability for a wider interpretation in service
research. The analysis reveals the valuable contribution of gamification strategies in
transmitting knowledge and increasing awareness among users. Gamification has largely
been adopted and studied in the education field (Huang ef al, 2019; Van Roy and Zaman, 2018;
Kim et al, 2018; Dicheva et al., 2015), besides being successfully adopted in other contexts
with the purpose of educating users in terms of content and behaviors (i.e. Kapoor et al., 2020;
Konig et al., 2019; Ryu et al, 2018; Morganti et al, 2017). Therefore, the SLR confirms
gamification as a significant tool to raise awareness on sensitive topics, such as sustainability
(Aguiar-Castillo et al, 2019; Mulcahy et al, 2018; Yoo et al, 2017; Negrusa et al, 2015),
transformative service (Mulcahy ef al., 2020) and wellbeing (Johnson et al., 2016). The findings
emphasize that the greatest gamification appeal is to produce more significant involvement
and engagement (Brigham, 2015). In agreement with Breidbach et al (2014), the SLR
underlines the remarkable contribution of gamification to the realization of an engagement



ecosystem through gamified system mechanics, enhancing the overall users’ experience (Gamification in

(Kankanhalli et al, 2012). Indeed, gamification represents an innovative tool to promote
consumer interaction and participation in the co-creation of experiences/services (Leclercq
et al., 2018).

Furthermore, the analysis highlights that generating content is crucial for both users and
service providers. This is in line with the wide diffusion of existing gamified applications
grounded on user/service provider-generated content (Xu, 2011) in multiple contexts (health,
mobility, productivity, sustainability, education). A gamified system guides the service
providers’ strategy to enhance service provision (Kumar et al,, 2016). User-generated content
reinforces the relationship with the company and improves customer trust and faith (Buckley
et al,, 2019), allowing people to benefit from the knowledge/experience shared by others in the
form of comments and reviews (Macdonald and Brewster, 2019).

Next we present a cross-discussion of the identified themes, organized into two sections:
first, the analysis of the pivotal elements constituting gamification: affordances,
psychological and behavioral outcomes, and benefits (Koivisto and Hamari, 2019); second,
the review of the main critical issues affecting gamification application in T&H and service
science.

5.1 Affordances, outcomes and benefits in gamification research

The SLR findings identify a set of motivational affordances (for instance, points, badges and
rewards), demonstrating that these affordances generate psychological outcomes, such as
involvement, engagement and social aspects. These results confirm what emerges from the
literature on gamification (Helmefalk, 2019), corroborating its ability to create a relationship
with the user (i.e. Hamari, 2017; AlMarshedi ef al., 2017; Hamari and Koivisto, 2015) regardless
of the motivation, or the sector in which the gamified system is implemented.

The main behavioral outcomes supported by gamification are the increase in the
interaction with the platform system (for instance, in system usage, learning and knowledge),
and the users’ attention to monitoring their own personal performance (number of badges and
points, number of contributions). This supports similar results highlighted in other sectors
such as education (i.e. Majuri ef al., 2018; Hamari, 2017); mobility (i.e. Olszewski and Turek,
2020; Marconi et al., 2018); crowdsourcing (i.e. Morschheuser et al, 2016); production and
logistics operations (i.e. Warmerlink et al,, 2020); and health (i.e. Johnson et al, 2016).

The SLR findings confirm that in order to engage users game mechanics need to afford
extrinsic and/or intrinsic motivations: social, utilitarian and hedonic (Hamari et al, 2014b;
Ryan and Deci, 2000a). Regarding social benefits, it transpires that social needs are pivotal for
engagement with gamified technology (Aebli, 2019; Gera and Hasdell, 2019). Gamification
creates interaction and socialization (relatedness) and has the potential to make users
socialize with different local realities (Yoo et al., 2017; Xu et al., 2013, 2016). It is aligned with
the main findings of service literature on gamification, namely that this technology facilitates
social interaction within a service, and users can gain a sense of recognition by other users
(Conaway and Garay, 2014). Gamification also allows for greater collaboration and
engagement between stakeholders through user-generated content. The service is
satisfying when it determines a sense of recognition from others, influencing users’
attitudes towards utilizing the service. Concerning utilitarian benefits, the SLR emphasizes
that game mechanics allow delivering education on recycling (Aguiar-Castillo et al., 2019;
Negrusa et al.,, 2015), and providing information on cultural heritage sites (Lee, 2019; Xu et al.,
2013, 2017; Yoo et al., 2017; Sigala, 2015a; Fischoder et al., 2018; Dingli and Mizzi, 2018; Tan,
2018; Mesaro et al., 2016; Kachniewska, 2015; Correa and Kitano, 2015). Moreover, gamified
mobile experience usage allows service providers to obtain relevant information about
tourists (Garcia et al, 2019). For instance, gamified advertising is a strategic and useful tool
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enabling service providers to better understand which products or services are most
attractive and in-demand by users (Shen and Joppe, 2019). The SLR recognizes the
gamification role in fostering the efficiency of services and in triggering desired changes in
users’ behavior (Zichermann and Linder, 2010).

In addition, it emerges that gamification enhances the tourist attraction visiting process,
generating hedonic benefits (Swacha and Ittermann, 2017; Yoo et al.,, 2017; Sigala, 2018) which
include motivation and involvement in a gamified service. Many tourist destinations use
gamified applications to convey destination information in an interactive, enjoyable and
engaging way (Séraphin, 2019; Correa and Kitano, 2015). Thus, the SLR findings confirm that
hedonic benefits make a service intrinsically motivating and enjoyable by promoting a
positive attitude towards the system and prolonged use of the service (Van der Heijden, 2004).

Finally, the SLR reveals a strong connection between utilitarian, hedonic and social
benefits, reinforcing the existence of the benefit-intertwined view postulated by Lin and
Bhattacherjee (2008).

5.2 Critical issues in gamification research

The SLR analysis demonstrates that, through gamification, T&H services generate value for
both users and service providers. Users who co-create experiences are more involved, acquire
information and knowledge and create social interactions. Simultaneously through these
mechanisms, service providers can involve and train their employees, retain users, and from
their feedback improve the quality of the services offered. Despite this, there appears a
significant lack of balance in the perspective of analysis adopted in the reviewed papers. Most
of the papers focus only on the users’ point of view, analyzing engagement, perceptions,
interactions, behaviors and benefits, while dynamics, effects and results from the service
provider side seem neglected. The imbalance is particularly prominent in the empirical
papers. This element represents a first critical issue of the existing literature for both the T&H
sector and services in general (Yung and Khoo-Lattimore, 2019; Sigala, 2018; Dorcic et al.,
2019; Correa and Kitano, 2015).

Another under-investigated area highlighted by the SLR is the paucity of studies aiming
to explore the negative aspects of gamification. The findings point to a lack of critical analysis
of negative or undesired gamification effects. In the T&H context, only two studies mention
the limitations of gamification usefulness (Lee, 2019; Tan, 2018). This critical issue is detected
also in the health context (Schmidt-Kraepelin et al, 2019; Johnson et al, 2016), in education
(Toda et al., 2017) and in general services research (Thiebes et al., 2014). This has produced a
significant increase in calls for research into potential gamification side effects, adverse
events and mitigation practices (Koivisto and Hamari, 2019; Hyrynsalmi et al, 2017). For
instance, specific aspects such as dependency (Attig and Franke, 2018), frustration caused by
complex mechanics (Hamari and Koivisto, 2015), counterproductive effects (Diefenbach and
Mussig, 2018) and unintended consequences (Rapp ef al., 2018) have not been adequately
investigated. It should not be assumed that adding games to serious contexts produces only
positive outcomes (Rapp et al., 2016).

Finally, the third critical issue detected in the SLR findings is the frequent confusion
between the terms “gamification” and “serious games.” In some studies the term
“gamification” is used when referring to applications/cases similar to serious games
(Swacha and Itterman, 2017; Negrusa et al, 2015; Xu et al, 2013), whereas other studies
conflate the two terms with no differentiation between them (Skinner ef al, 2018; Xu et al,,
2016, 2017). The line between “game” and “applications that simply incorporate elements of
the game” can often be so blurred that it is not always clear which category is appropriate.
Subjectivity and contextuality make it difficult to understand whether a system is a full-
fledged game or a gamified system. In fact, it is often impossible to determine whether a given



system is a real game or a gamified system, without taking into consideration both the Gamification in

intentions of the designers and, especially, the user experience (Deterding ef al, 2011). The
inconsistent use of terminology therefore requires greater academic clarity, in particular on
how to differentiate gamified systems and full-fledged games (Larson, 2020). Furthermore,
this critical issue has been experienced in other service fields such as education (Van Roy and
Zaman, 2018) and health (Gentry et al, 2018).

6. Agenda for future research

Through the presented SLR, it has been possible to frame the current state of knowledge on
gamification research in the T&H sector, generating valuable future opportunities for service
research and practice. Beginning with the research gap that characterizes T&H literature on
gamification, we design a specific roadmap for identified themes (Figure 3). Moreover,
through a comparison of the main critical issues arising from the SLR with existing service
literature, we identify cross-context gamification aspects calling for further research.

First, for each theme detected in the T&H sector, we propose specific directions for future
research.

Regarding the Edutainment theme (Table 2), the need emerges for the development of
further studies to identify gamified techniques that improve tourists’ knowledge and
sustainable behavior; to deepen the effectiveness of these behaviors by citizens; and to
consider different gamification effects (both positive and negative). It is necessary to analyze
the proposed techniques for enhancing the visiting process of tourist attractions, before,
during and after the visit. It is crucial to understand the motivations and expectations of
tourists on gamification. A collaboration between game developers, marketers, and
researchers is required to identify the demands of new travelers. In the immediate future,
new studies could contribute to understanding the role of gamification in the adoption of
correct behavior after the pandemic.

For the theme Sustainable behavior (Table 3), future studies could be developed in various
sectors and countries to identify gamified techniques that improve sustainable behavior, and
to deepen knowledge of how gamification promotes ethical and correct practices (e.g.
recycling behavior and limiting excess tourism in saturated destinations), by considering
network technology level, smartphone penetration rate and cultural characteristics. In fact, in
the upswing phase, the use of gamification could help to educate and change users’ behavior
by encouraging them to implement more correct and sustainable behavior.

Concerning the Engagement factors theme (Table 4), future research could test, in different
cultural and social contexts, the models and factors that have emerged from the reviewed
papers. Experimental analysis could test differences of gender, age and culture among
tourism game players, and investigate how experience, knowledge and motivation change
after the destination experience. Analysis of the incentives that drive users to use gamified
platforms could support game designers in creating better experiences for tourists. Further
research needs to explore whether culture, attitude to technology, and personality are
mediators in influencing users through gamification mechanics. Future studies could
investigate the internal (employee training), and external (customer involvement)
implications of gamification, and analyze how gamification contributes to tourist
experiences and loyalty.

In the Service provider-generated content theme (Table 5), it transpires that the impact of
the destination characteristics and variations in groups of guests must be included in future
studies. The SLR reveals the need to analyze the perspective of guests and hosts, highlighting
the benefits and risks that gamification mechanics generate. The game mechanics
implemented by Airbnb are aimed at hosts, and an interesting focus would be to
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investigate how and if these mechanics improve service quality, and the consequent effect on Gamification in

guest satisfaction.

Finally, from the User-generated reviews theme (Table 6), there arises the necessity to
understand how and why user behavior changes, considering different countries, platforms,
and contexts, and to identify advantages and risks for users and companies. In particular,
future research could consider the personal characteristics of reviewers and explore various
online behaviors among reviewers with different levels of badges.

Second, comparing the SLR findings with existing knowledge, we propose general
directions for gamification research in the service field. Indeed, the SLR suggests that
gamification is able to support the co-creation of experiences by positively engaging both
users and service providers through digital platforms and simultaneously pursuing different
and customized purposes (Patricio ef al, 2020; Hsu and Chen, 2018; Tsay et al, 2018).
Nevertheless, the reviewed studies reveal the need to create digital platforms that use
gamification with a user-centric strategy, considering different users’ characteristics and
preferences. In particular, these digital platforms use extrinsic elements such as points and
badges, and intrinsic elements (competence, social recognition and so on) which must be
holistically integrated with corporate objectives. Hence, future research should expand
knowledge about the effectiveness of the contributions made by gamified applications.

In addition, the SLR confirms that very few contributions examine the service provider
point of view (Dorcic et al, 2019). Future research must focus on the service providers’
perspective and empirically analyze a company’s aims, how and which motivational
affordances are implemented, and the outcomes and benefits generated by the application of
game mechanics. Service providers have to gradually develop their gamification system
based on the company’s objectives and capabilities and considering the users’ needs (Chen,
2015; Negrusa et al., 2015). Similarly, our SRL highlights that it is crucial to understand and
delve into the negative aspects of gamification which have been treated in relatively few
research studies and contexts (Koivisto and Hamari, 2019; Hyrynsalmi et al., 2017).

The present research confirms the need for further studies aimed at clarifying the
difference between full-fledged and gamified systems through empirical research in different
domains (Larson, 2020; Klock et al, 2020; Lee, 2019; Patricio et al, 2018; Xu et al.,, 2017).

Furthermore, most of the reviewed empirical studies are not completely generalizable as
many are focused on specific platforms and applications, or contextualized in a single
country. This implies a need to test the findings of those studies in different cultural contexts,
and with other platforms, to make their results more generalizable. Gamification strategy, to
be effective, must understand all potential users and their needs in order to involve the
players. Gamification impacts not only users, but rather all the sector’s actors including
tourists, service providers, digital platform providers and communities. In this regard, future
research could map all the stakeholders involved, in order to identify the benefits and risks for
each, and the most suitable gamification mechanics to involve them (Zainuddin ef al., 2020,
Klock et al., 2020; Xi and Hamari, 2020; Moro et al.,, 2019).

Moreover, it appears necessary to investigate the role of gamified platforms, considering
the different needs of users. Specifically, there is a need for further investigation and analysis
of the most effective mechanics, and the “right commitment” required from users to create a
successful strategy for the service providers (Koivisto and Hamari, 2019; Garett and
Young, 2019).

In particular, it emerges that further research should investigate, in multiple cultural
contexts, how the intentions, behavior and satisfaction of users changes, and consider the
potential negative effects that gamification can generate. These purposes could be achieved
by implementing multiple methodologies (i.e. qualitative, quantitative, mixed methods and
experiment) (Xi and Hamari, 2020; Zainuddin et al, 2020; Koivisto and Hamari, 2019).
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7. Conclusion

The present study provides an overview of the existing literature on gamification use in the
T&H industry. The main contribution of the review is to identify key themes, highlighting the
game mechanics, outcomes and benefits for each theme; discussing and synthesizing the
main results; and providing a roadmap with future research opportunities for T&H context,
and service research in general. Our findings demonstrate that this field presents
opportunities for development for both practitioners and scholars.

The spread of digital platforms has favored gamification implementation (Brigham, 2015),
improving services and generating engagement and value for both providers and tourists/
users (Tobon et al., 2020; Breidbach and Brodie, 2017).

From the discussion there emerge practical insights to motivate companies and users to
utilize gamification. Service providers, such as T&H operators, could adopt strategies to
satisfy intrinsic needs (e.g. social recognition), to attract, engage, and retain tourists and users
(Sigala, 2015b), and to motivate their employees to achieve better business goals. For
instance, on digital platforms such as Airbnb, following the gamification mechanics allows
hosts to improve the services offered.

Our SLR shows the usefulness of gamification as it provides information and transfers
knowledge to service providers and users. Indeed, through these game elements, users are
more informed and involved, and they participate in the co-creation of value, while service
providers acquire information from users. In addition, sustainable as well as healthy behavior
can be promoted by educating and transmitting rules through games.

Notwithstanding its various contributions, this review study has some limitations. We
have followed the guidelines of Pare et al. (2015) considering one database (Scopus) to ensure
its quality, in terms of both rigor and relevance. The review procedure has been described in
detail to ensure the clarity of the process, and to enable replication of the procedure. Despite
several authors (Wang et al, 2019; Warmelink ef al, 2018, Macke and Genari, 2019)
suggesting that Scopus is the largest, complete online database of peer-reviewed literature
and particularly relevant for social sciences research, some studies may have been missed by
not including other databases.

Finally, further research is required to understand how innovative tools and strategies,
including gamification, can be exploited to recover from the COVID-19 pandemic and to
launch a new era in the tourism sector. Indeed, our research was conducted before this crisis
which has drastically impacted international tourist mobility, causing a loss of $1.2 trillion in
export revenues from tourism and 120 million direct tourism jobs (UNWTO, 2020). This
pandemic emergency may represent an opportunity for tourism companies to reformulate
their strategy through technological innovation by evaluating the new needs of users (Sigala,
2020). Operating companies and organizations can use the findings of the present research to
gain insight into new technology applications being implemented in the industry and find out
how user engagement varies, considering several game mechanics.
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