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Abstract

Gamification has recently emerged as one of the most innovative approaches to user experience design and
enhancement of digital interactions, attracting considerable attention from both researchers and online
businesses. The expansion of digital platforms coupled with intensifying competition in online environments has
underscored the need for mechanisms that can foster sustainable customer engagement. In this context, the
present study aimed to elucidate the relationship between gamification and customer engagement in online
businesses and propose a comprehensive conceptual model through an exploratory mixed-methods design.

In the qualitative phase, data were collected via a systematic thematic analysis of the scientific literature and
semi-structured interviews with 12 academic and professional experts in management, entrepreneurship,
psychology, economics, and education. Purposeful sampling was employed and data collection continued until
theoretical saturation was achieved. The collected data were analyzed using open, axial, and selective coding
techniques. The findings indicated that gamification in online businesses was not confined to conventional
mechanical elements; rather, it encompassed a set of emerging, experience-oriented components derived from
the analysis of research data and expert interviews. These components included self-expression with an emphasis
on identity representation and psychological ownership, creation of enjoyment as a positive emotional
experience, purposeful and stage-based mission completion, cultivation of long-term motivation, problem-
solving ability through cognitive challenges, assumption of meaningful roles, simulation for experiencing real-
life situations without risk, indirect learning, and integration of physical and cognitive dimensions.
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In the quantitative phase, the statistical population comprised users and customers of online businesses with
prior experience in using digital platforms. Data were collected from 387 participants by using a researcher-
developed questionnaire. Quantitative data analysis was initially performed via SPSS software to examine
descriptive statistics, demographic characteristics, and reliability of the research instrument. The results
confirmed satisfactory reliability of the measurement scales. Subsequently, to test the conceptual model and
research hypotheses, Structural Equation Modeling (SEM) based on the Partial Least Squares (PLS) approach
was applied using SmartPLS software. The structural model results indicated that the overall effect of
gamification conceptualized as a second-order construct on customer engagement was positive and statistically
significant, thus supporting the main hypothesis of the study. Moreover, the findings revealed that various
gamification elements differed in their impact on the emotional, cognitive, and social dimensions of customer
engagement with emerging and experience-oriented elements playing a notable role in fostering sustainable user
interaction.

The practical implications of these findings suggested that online businesses could strategically employ both
classical and emerging gamification elements to enhance customer interaction, participation, and loyalty, thereby
facilitating deeper, more meaningful, and more sustainable user experiences within digital environments.

Keywords: Gamification, Market Management, Marketing, Engagement, Customer.

Introduction

Rapid expansion of digital businesses has intensified competition for attracting, retaining, and engaging
customers. In today's highly competitive online environment, customer engagement has become one of the most
critical determinants of organizational success as engaged customers are more likely to develop long-term
relationships with brands, actively participate in value creation, and exhibit stronger loyalty. Consequently,
organizations are increasingly seeking innovative approaches to enhance customer experiences and sustain
meaningful interactions.

Gamification—defined as the application of game design elements in non-game contexts—has emerged as an
effective strategy for improving user experience and encouraging customer participation on digital platforms.
Previous studies have demonstrated the positive effects of conventional gamification elements, such as points,
badges, leaderboards, and rewards, on user motivation and engagement. However, recent evidence suggests that
the effectiveness of gamification largely depends on contextual factors, user characteristics, cultural differences,
and platform design. Moreover, many existing studies have primarily focused on developed countries and
examined only traditional gamification mechanisms, while less attention has been paid to emerging experiential
elements and their influence on different dimensions of customer engagement, particularly in emerging markets
like Iran.

In view of these research gaps, the present study aimed to investigate the relationship between gamification
and customer engagement in online businesses by developing and empirically validating a comprehensive
conceptual model. Specifically, the study sought to identify both classical and emerging gamification elements
and examine their effects on the cognitive, emotional, and social dimensions of customer engagement within
digital business environments.

Materials & Methods
This applied research employed a sequential exploratory mixed-methods design, comprising qualitative and
guantitative phases.

In the qualitative phase, gamification components and customer engagement dimensions were identified
through a systematic literature review and semi-structured interviews with 12 academic and professional experts
specializing in management, entrepreneurship, marketing, psychology, economics, education, and digital



New Marketing Reserch Journal, Vol 16, No. 4, Ser No. (63), 2026 93

business. Participants were selected by using purposive and snowball sampling and data collection continued
until theoretical saturation was achieved. Interview data were analyzed following Braun and Clarke's 6-step
thematic analysis procedure, which includes familiarization, open coding, theme development, theme review,
theme definition, and reporting. To ensure credibility, triangulation, member checking, peer review, and
transparent documentation of the analytical process were employed.

Based on the qualitative findings, a researcher-developed questionnaire was designed to measure
gamification constructs, while customer engagement was assessed by using the validated scale developed by Xi
and Hamari (2020). In the quantitative phase, data were collected electronically from 387 users of online
businesses in Iran, who had prior experience with gamified digital platforms. Statistical analyses were conducted
using SPSS 26 for descriptive statistics and reliability assessment and SmartPLS 3 for Partial Least Squares
Structural Equation Modeling (PLS-SEM). Reliability, convergent validity, discriminant validity, predictive
relevance, and structural relationships were thoroughly evaluated prior to testing the research hypotheses.

Research Findings

The qualitative findings revealed that gamification in online businesses extended beyond conventional
mechanical game elements to encompass several emerging experiential components. In addition to the traditional
elements identified in previous literature, the thematic analysis uncovered novel dimensions, including self-
expression, enjoyment, mission completion, long-term motivation, problem-solving capability, role adoption,
simulation, indirect learning, and integration of physical and cognitive activities. These findings suggested that
effective gamification should be understood as a multidimensional, experience-oriented approach rather than
merely a collection of reward-based mechanisms.

The quantitative findings confirmed the proposed conceptual model and demonstrated that gamification as a
second-order construct exerted a positive and statistically significant effect on customer engagement. However,
the magnitude of this influence varied across individual gamification elements and engagement dimensions.
Among all identified elements, enjoyment exhibited the strongest positive effect, particularly on emotional
engagement. Role identity and mission completion also showed substantial positive effects on cognitive and
social engagement. Structural model evaluation indicated satisfactory reliability, convergent validity,
discriminant validity, predictive relevance (Q?), and explanatory power (R?), thereby confirming the robustness
of the proposed model. Overall, the results highlighted that customer engagement was influenced by a
combination of classical and newly identified gamification elements, each contributing differently to cognitive,
emotional, and social engagement.

Discussion of Results & Conclusion

The findings reinforced the growing body of literature that recognized gamification as a strategic approach to
enhancing customer engagement in digital environments. Unlike many previous studies that focused primarily
on traditional game mechanics, the present research demonstrated that experiential and psychologically oriented
gamification elements contribute significantly to sustained customer engagement. ldentification of emerging
constructs such as enjoyment, self-expression, role identity, simulation, and indirect learning expands the
theoretical boundaries of gamification research and offers a more comprehensive understanding of customer
engagement mechanisms.

From a theoretical perspective, the study contributes to digital marketing, customer engagement, and
entrepreneurial research by proposing and empirically validating an integrated conceptual framework that
combines classical and emerging gamification elements within a multidimensional engagement model. This
framework provides new insights into how different gamification mechanisms simultaneously influence
cognitive, emotional, and social engagement.
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From a managerial perspective, the findings suggested that online businesses should adopt gamification as an
integrated customer experience strategy rather than relying on isolated game mechanics. Designing enjoyable
experiences, meaningful narratives, personalized user roles, progressive missions, and socially interactive
environments can substantially strengthen customer engagement and long-term loyalty. Furthermore, managers
should continuously evaluate gamification performance by using behavioral analytics and tailor gamification
mechanisms to users' preferences and motivations.

Future research is encouraged to conduct longitudinal studies investigating the long-term effects of
gamification, examine mediating and moderating variables that influence the relationship between gamification
and customer engagement, and explore the synergistic interactions between classical and emerging gamification
elements across different digital business contexts.
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