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Evidence from a combination of five laboratory and field experiments shows that construing part of the shopping process as a game

that one must complete successfully to “unlock” an object (such as a product, feature, or offer) increases consumer preference for that

object relative to a non-gamified shopping process.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT 
Facilitating consumer-company interactions by utilizing game 

based mechanics is a recent phenomenon that attracted substantial 
awareness in business practice: until 2014, more than 70 % of the 
Forbes Global 2000 organizations may have at least one gamification 
application (Gartner, 2012). However academic research on the role 
of gamification in consumer-company interactions is silent on both 
it’s consequences and the underlying psychological process. This 
paper examines the preconditions, psychological mechanisms, and 
behavioral consequences of game-based consumer-company inter-
actions. Specifically, the current research introduces the concept of 
product gamification whereby consumers “unlock” an object (such 
as a product, feature, or offer) in a gamified shopping context.  We 
predict and show that product gamification can facilitate consumer 
preference and choice during the purchase process caused by the 
challenge that is induced by the gamified shopping experience. This 
research extends and generalizes recent work on the positive implica-
tions of induced effort such as the increased desirability of alterna-
tives (Kim and Labroo 2011; Schrift, Netzer, and Kivetz 2011). 

We offer empirical evidence from five studies on the influence 
of product gamification on consumer preferences and choice. The 
converging evidence from both field and lab data shows that product 
gamification relative to a non-gamified shopping process increases 
consumers’ preferences for the unlocked alternative and increases the 
number of chosen product features in a gamified shopping situation 
relative to non-gamified, i.e. traditional, shopping situations.

In study 1, 96 students were randomly assigned to either a prod-
uct gamification or control condition. In the product gamification 
condition, participants played a beerpong game and were informed 
that an alternative chocolate bar is unlocked if they throw a ping 
pong ball across a table into one of six (empty) cups successfully. 
Participants were free to trade their initial choice with the unlocked 
chocolate bar (which was identical except for the packaging color). 
Participants of the control condition completed a filler task, control-
ling for mere effort between conditions. As predicted, participants in 
the product gamification condition switched significantly more often 
to the unlocked chocolate bar relative to participants in the control 
condition (MGame=60%, MControl=39%, F(1,94)=4.120, p < .05). 

A second study examined whether product gamification can 
convert non-buyers to buyers. 85 students (MAge=22.36, SDAge=2.74, 
41% females) were randomly assigned to either a product gamifica-
tion or a control condition. Mirroring the experimental paradigm of 
Study 1, participants played a beerpong game to unlock the oppor-
tunity to buy a university branded coffee mug for 2 Swiss Francs 
(which they had to pay on the spot). In line with our theorizing, par-
ticipants in the product gamification condition relative to a control 
condition almost doubled the choice rate for the university coffee 
mug (MGame=58%, MControl=33%, F(1,83)=5.686, p < .05). More im-
portantly, the number of beerpong throws had a significant positive 
influence on the likelihood to make a coffe mug purchase (βThrows=.20, 
z(45)=3.58, p = .05), in support of the proposed challenge account.

The following three studies examined the psychological pro-
cess of product gamification. Specifically, Study 3 manipulated the 
product gamification challenge between subjects (a more challenging 
2x3 puzzle vs. an easy to solve 2x2 puzzle vs. control). Generalizing 

the previous results, we examined whether the effect wears off in a 
sequential choice situation. Specifically, we examined whether prod-
uct gamification also affects consumers’ option choice in a product 
customization context with customizable travel mugs. As predicted, 
the more challenging puzzle made consumers more likely to choose 
an unlocked travel mug option (BGameChall-Control=.56, z=2.02, p < .05; 
BGameChall-GameEasy=.71, z = 2.61, p < .01; SDIntercept = .66). More impor-
tantly, the gamification effect was reduced when no challenge was 
present (BControl-GameEasy=.15, z-value=.67, p > .50). 

In Study 4, we tested the boundary condition whether the effect 
of a gamified unlocking of options decreases with an increasing num-
ber of to be unlocked options. Mirroring the experimental paradigm 
of Study 4, we found that participants in the product gamification 
condition were more likely to choose the unlocked feature relative to 
participants in the control condition (MGame=79.1%, MControl=71.3%; 
F(1,88)=5.63, p < .05). To provide a more rigorous test at the individ-
ual level, we estimated a linear mixed model with random intercept 
to account for repeated choices at the individual level. Supporting 
the between subjects results, we find that the unlocked travel mug 
options were chosen significantly more often in the product gami-
fication condition relative to the control condition (BGame=.20, z = 
2.41, p < .05; SDIntercept=.31). Providing evidence on the underlying 
process, a multilevel mediation model revealed that these effects are 
driven by a significant increase in consumers’ perceived challenge 
of the customization experience (bootstrapped indirect effects of the 
gamification condition on feature choice: BIndirect=.02, p < .05; BDi-

rect=.05, p < .1). Adding challenge as a predictor of feature choice 
reduced the direct effect to marginal significance (BGame=.14, z=1.75,  
p < .1, BChallenge=.13, p < .01, SDIntercept=.24), indicating full mediation. 

Finally, Study 5 ruled out the alternative explanation that con-
sumers habitually learn to choose a non-default option in the context 
of a gamified product customization task with men’s dress shirts. In 
line with our theorizing, Study 5 showed that consumers only choose 
those options that were unlocked in the gamified customization task, 
but did not choose those shirt features that were not locked during the 
product customization task. 

To the best of the authors’ knowledge, this is the first series of 
empirical studies using gamification elements in a consumer choice 
context. In a series of five studies based on both field and lab data, 
we provide converging evidence that unlocking product features in a 
gamified choice situation draws consumers attention, preference, and 
ultimate choice toward the gamified option. What is surprising is the 
influence of a gamified purchase situation on both varying conceptu-
alizations of consumer preference (e.g., switching to another option 
as in Study 1, actual purchase as in Study 2, or consumers’ preference 
for specific options as in Studies 3 to 5), and that these effects were 
reproduced by a variety of games that required a different set of skills 
(e.g., beerpong, puzzles, racing game). 
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