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6 Tips for Using Gamification to 
Build a Culture of Learning
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Achievement Unlocked: The First Step
Cue the applause! 

If you’re thinking about blending gamification into your learning, you’ve made the right 

move to crack open this ebook. 

This ebook is designed to give L&D innovators (like yourself) ideas on how to use the 

principles behind proven game mechanics to build a culture of learning in your organization. 

In short, applying what’s here will help you look A-MAZING (and very forward-thinking) to 

stakeholders on your team and throughout the rest of your company.

If you’re up for the challenge, read on to see how you can level up your culture of learning 

using gamification!
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LEVEL 1

Remove the Fluff
Game mechanic: Cascading Information Theory 
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Like most blogs, ebooks, or whitepapers, we could provide 

a lengthy introduction that doesn’t deliver much useful 

information. We won’t do that here. 

To foster a culture of modern learning for employees, you 

must skip the fluff and dive right into relevant content. 

Providing only the necessary amount of information 

employees need in the moment is a gamification principle 

called cascading information theory.

In games, this mechanic keeps gamers focused on micro-

sized bits of information before progressing into more 

complicated content. 

Same with employees. They don’t need all the information 

dumped on them at once, so drip it out to them just 

like your marketing department drips content out to 

prospective customers.

Only provide 
what is needed

See? Quick knowledge transfer
without the fluff.

The rest of this ebook contains 

practical tips for using advanced 

gamification principles to help create 

a culture of learning. 
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You’ve completed level 1.  
Welcome to level 2...
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E

V
E

L
 2

Deliver only the information that a learner needs at that exact moment, 

then build from there.



7

LEVEL 2

Make Learners 
the Heroes

Game mechanic: Quests
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Build learning quests centered
around the audience

Cascading relevant information at the right time is critical, 

but knowing the role employees play in a culture of 

learning is equally important. 

In the employee’s journey to proficiency, learning content 

creators can mistakenly and unintentionally think of 

themselves as the heroes of the story. After all, it’s the 

L&D groups that build the learning content, right? 

While that’s true, looking through the lens of gamification, 

employees should always be the heroes in their own 

learning journeys—just like players are the heroes in their 

games. The gamification principle at play here, Quests, 

is used in many games where the main character (hero) 

is given a specific goal or mission to accomplish. 

Quests: a specific 
goal or mission to 
accomplish. 
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The hero (learner) has a mission. 
Generally, in the context of onboarding, this mission is to learn 
how to become proficient at the job the employee was hired to 
do, along with  learning about the company in the process. 

Quest of the New Hire: An 8-Bit Example
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There is an obstacle. 
New hires don’t know everything, so obstacles 
are easy to identify in an onboarding process. 
This obstacle needs to be something that is 
difficult to overcome, but not impossible. It 
could be something asked of the employee 
that they don’t yet know how to accomplish.
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The hero finds a guide to help overcome the obstacle. 
In movies, books, and games the guide is often a wise 
mentor. In the workplace, the guide could come from many 
different sources. It could be a more senior colleague or 
mentor to the employee, or perhaps a certain course or 
resource that needs to be discovered in order to guide the 
employee toward a solution.
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The hero confronts the obstacle. 
Whatever the obstacle is, overcoming 
it should require effort and success 
should be measurable or observable.
The reward should be worth the effort 
exerted to overcome the obstacle.
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The hero transforms in some 
way and new goals become 
achievable.
Every new discovery, especially 
in an onboarding context, 
transforms the employee in 
some way. New proficiencies 
are gained or new knowledge 
is internalized. Even if mastery 
has yet to be achieved, the 
employee is different than when 
they first started the journey.

Like the next series in a book or 
movie, or even the next level in 
a game, the hero’s completion of 
one small journey often leads to 
more ambitious and advanced 
ones down the road. 
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Congratulations, player!  
You’ve leveled up once again.  
Your next challenge lies ahead...

Think of employees as heroes. Imagine they’re on a quest to achieve 

transformation by overcoming obstacles with the help of a guide (a 

specific person or resource). When you do that you’ll take a big step 

toward building a culture of learning in your organization.
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LEVEL 3

Appeal to Power
Game mechanic: Status & Team of Specialists
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Think about the toys parents give to their young children so 

they can develop and learn about the world around them. 

These toys often have markings like, “recommended for 

children ages 3 and up” or “for all ages.” Toy companies 

do this to segment audiences for the toys based on their 

appropriateness for the age group. This segmentation can 

help predict whether or not the child will engage with or 

eventually gain mastery of the toy based on their level of 

maturity, understanding, and development.  

Gauge current level of sophistication 
You can start creating a culture of learning by adopting a 

similar perspective. Learning in an organization should be 

segmented by the level of sophistication the employee has 

on a subject. Example: Would you want to send a senior 

IT executive through a training on password changing? 

Or encourage a new marketing employee to learn HTML 

or CSS?

When training offerings or learning paths aren’t appropriate 

for employees’ skill levels, training itself becomes 

frustrating and feels forced upon the employee—just like 

a one-year-old trying to figure out Call of Duty. 

Segment learning to  
create experts

You wouldn’t give a one-year-old child the latest 
Call of Duty game and expect them to master it 
based on their current level of development. 
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Segment based on employee power and control
The better option is to appropriately segment training offerings so they appeal to employees’ sense of power and control 

over their development. In the gamification world, the principles of status and a concept called team of specialists can 

be used to help create this segmentation as you build a culture of learning.

The principle of status is simple. People are motivated 

by achieving status or leveling up. This helps them feel 

more powerful and gives them the impression that 

they’re in control of their own destiny. 

Team of specialists is an extension of the status 

principle. Essentially, people who are particularly good 

at one part of their job feel empowered when they’re 

recognized for their achievements and given special 

responsibilities as a result.

TIP: 
To build and maintain motivation, 
enable quick wins early and 
make later level up achievements 
progressively more challenging.
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Build these principles into a culture of learning
It is possible to take these principles and instill them into your workplace through these steps.

Recognize there is no  
single solution. 

Build upon current 
strengths and skills. 

Create a team of learning 
leaders.

Not every strategy will work for 

every employee. You must set up 

different learning opportunities and 

requirements that allow employees 

to pursue topics that interest them 

and fit their skill level (while ideally 

also aligning to business needs).

Employees will feel more “leveled 

up” and powerful after completing 

a training that is skill-appropriate for 

them. They should also be able to 

recognize where they’re particularly 

strong; in which case your training plan 

should be set up to feed them more 

advanced content on a certain topic. 

Ultimately, the highest level of 

achievement should result in the 

employee being invited to join a select 

group of advisors or mentors who 

help others through their superior 

knowledge of a particular topic.

You can see glimpses of this approach being used by progressive 
schools where those who reach the highest level of achievement 
are invited to join a “team of specialists” in the form of peer tutors. 
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Feeling a little more powerful now that you’ve 
completed level 3? You should. With each new level 
you’re gaining momentum and strength that will help 
you transform your culture of learning. 

Keep up the good work and  
let’s get to level 4!

Re-think your training culture through the lenses of status (giving 

employees a sense of power because the training level is appropriate 

for their skill level and interest) and teams of specialists (using strong 

employees to lead and teach others).
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LEVEL 4

Let ‘em Play in 
the Sandbox

Game mechanic: Sandbox Effect
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Why was a sandbox so fun when you were 
a kid? 

Objectively, there’s nothing inherently cool or fun about 

it. It’s a box of sand. What makes it great for kids is 

finding what you can create, do, learn, and explore when 

introducing different things into it. Toss in some water and 

a few plastic tools and all of a sudden you can imagine a 

new world.

For many of us, the sandbox is now a distant memory. 

As adults working an average of 47 hours per week, it’s 

no wonder we don’t have time for the kind of “free play” 

and exploration we enjoyed as kids. 

But even in those long work weeks, we need breaks.

Explore curiosity
in downtime

“I don’t like sand. It’s coarse, and rough,  
and irritating, and it gets everywhere.”

A recent Baylor University study found that 

employees who took frequent, short breaks 

not only experienced better health and job 

satisfaction, but were also more likely to 

look for ways to engage with the company 

outside of their assigned tasks.1 

1 https://www.baylor.edu/mediacommunications/news.php?action=story&story=159785
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And though work distractions can sometimes get out of 

hand, we don’t have to accept them as lost time. Could 

we turn them into something beneficial for employees 

and the company instead?

That’s exactly where a gamification principle called the 

sandbox effect comes into play. The idea is to appeal 

to individuals’ sense of curiosity by providing an open 

environment where they can explore freely.

Here are a few strategies you can use to implement 

the sandbox effect to drive a culture of learning in your 

organization:

Arcade games and ping pong tables have been all the 

craze in “fun” workplaces for the last 10 years. Why? When 

implemented in a structured way, games can be highly 

beneficial for building team cohesion and encouraging 

friendly competition. Some games are even great for 

working as a team and accomplishing goals that transfer 

from the game room to the boardroom. 

Games naturally spark internal curiosity because people 

either want to learn how to play them or determine their level 

of mastery, either in relation to others or within themselves. 

Providing structured distractions through things like 

games gives employees a sandbox in which they can 

(literally) play and discover new skills, achieve a new level 

of mastery, make connections with others, or strengthen 

team bonds that will help the organization.

Focus in on games and activities that encourage teamwork 

to solve complex challenges.

 

STRATEGY 1:  
Provide structured distraction
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Every company wants a smarter, more creative, and 

confident workforce. In those moments when employees 

need to disconnect from the demands of their jobs, offer 

things that might work for their benefit. 

Have you ever held impromptu roundtable discussions at 

typical times of the day when people take a break? You 

could do something like listen to the latest Hidden Brain 

podcast or any other interesting media and simply gather 

thoughts and opinions. Provide snacks and beverages 

and make it optional. 

Let employees know that the “event” is intended to be a 

break from the grind. You’ll create a sandbox that piques 

curiosity, feels disconnected from the demands of the 

day, and engages people on a different level. 

STRATEGY 2:  
Encourage company-wide distractions

These types of activities are most 
reflective of the sandbox effect when they 
provide a true break. If you make them 
mandatory or too rigid, employees will 
only engage as much as they need to 
in order to get back to their real work. 
Make them fun and optional, and your 
employees will want to participate. 

A word of warning
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As mentioned earlier, employees will find ways to create 

space and distraction from their day-to-day obligations. 

In the absence of sanctioned games, optional discussion 

groups, or activities that are viewed as acceptable by the 

organization, people will find creative ways to still get the 

mental space they need without getting in trouble. 

While the creativity should probably be applauded, it’s 

not really helping anyone if an employee determines the 

longest possible route to take to get back to his or her 

desk after a restroom break. What if that time could be 

spent working on employees’ passion projects?

Providing time for employees to experiment, get lost on 

Wikipedia, or engage their colleagues in non-task-related 

conversations sends the message that your company 

values learning at all levels—and it could lead to your next 

big breakthrough. 

 

STRATEGY 3:  
Transform distraction into passion

For years, companies like 3M and Google have 
allowed employees to use portions of their paid 
work day to pursue their own passions, and 
this freedom has led to some of their biggest 
developments, from Post-It Notes to Gmail.2

2 https://www.fastcodesign.com/1663137/how-3m-gave-everyone-days-off-and-created-an-innovation-dynamo 
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Imagine a few of your employees discover an online course 

on HTML basics during a break. Coding isn’t part of their 

job, but they’ve always wanted to build a website. If your 

company encourages learning, you could provide time and 

resources for them to do the online course. Maybe those 

employees end up building a site for a friend’s business, but 

it can still benefit the company because those employees 

will feel accomplished and have a more positive perception 

of you as the employer. That could certainly lead to a boost 

in productivity and effort from them. 

At Mindspace, we bring the sandbox effect to life by 

allowing people to work on personal development, passion 

projects, or play games when they need to disconnect from 

the rigors of the workday. For us as a group, this provides 

opportunities for the outside world to influence our work. 

Someone who disconnects by playing a game on their phone 

might discover a new way to bring a certain game mechanic 

to a client project down the road. Another employee who 

has a passion for all things Disney might learn something 

inspirational that influences a brainstorm session. 

We get it, not every organization is going to 

accept these distractions willy-nilly. Here’s 

one way to get started: 

Set aside time once a month for a cross-

functional team to get together to solve a 

business-related problem. Invite developers 

and marketing experts to dream up a new 

campaign, or have HR work with your design 

team to dream up a new homepage user flow.  

Bring people together that normally don’t 

work together. Then celebrate wins that 

come out of these meetings, emphasizing 

the unique makeup of the teams.

Making space for curiosity: convincing leadership
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Congratulations on passing 
another level!  
You’ve made it past the beginner stages in levels 
1 and 2 and toughed it out through the more 
challenging 3 and 4 levels. Let’s see if you can hang 
as we move to the advanced levels.

By providing employees with different ways to engage their sense of 

curiosity (i.e., using the “sandbox effect” to your advantage) and make 

use of their distraction time, you help to create a culture of learning 

where employees look forward to coming to work each day. 
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LEVEL 5

Open the Door  
to Creativity

Game mechanic: Creative Expression
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Creativity and 
meaning can motivate

A high school history teacher presents students 
a list of facts about the signers of the Declaration 
of Independence, telling them to memorize the 
information for their next test. 

Across the hall is another class where the teacher 
asks students to find a subject about the American 
Revolution that speaks to them, after which they 
will combine it with their own interests or talents to 
teach the rest of the class. 

In the first class, kids memorize the list. Some pass 
the test, some fail. No one remembers the information 
a month later. 

In the second class, a student who loves music asks 
the band teacher about popular music of the time 
and composes an original, period-appropriate song 
about our founding fathers. Another student gets 
geeked out by genealogy and creates a full family 
tree for each signer. 

Chances are, those kids ace the test. More importantly, 
they share their knowledge with each other. Each 
student gains a deeper understanding of the subject 
matter through their own lens, and they retain the 
information for years to come.

Imagine if you will...
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When students are given a level of independence to 

explore and deepen their own education—rather than being 

forced to learn straight from a textbook—they become 

empowered and are more likely to take responsibility for 

their own success. 

Adults aren’t any different. We want to be independent 

and we learn better when we feel like we have some say 

in the learning process. This is similar to a gamification 

principle called creative expression. It’s when we’re 

allowed to translate our thoughts and feelings in a non-

traditional way. It satisfies our need for independence 

and provides us more motivation to learn. Creative Expression:  
when we’re allowed to translate 
our thoughts and feelings in a 
non-traditional way
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A hard pill to swallow for L&D
Unfortunately, the idea of putting employees in charge of their own learning is still difficult for many L&D professionals 

to embrace (and even harder for them to sell to their bosses). Fortunately, it doesn’t mean you have to uproot your entire 

learning program.  

Instead, you can build on the programs you already have, by including non-traditional opportunities for employees to 

take charge of their individual learning processes. Here are three ways you can start doing this:

     Stop teaching everything and offer resources

We tend to equate teaching with 

telling, but that’s not the best way to 

truly teach. Don’t try to tell employees 

every aspect of their job. When you 

do, it’s easier for them to feel like a 

failure if they forget something. 

Instead, focus on making that 

knowledge discoverable. Having 

a library of resources at learners’ 

fingertips makes it easier for them to 

confidently seek out the information 

they need to know when they need 

to seek assistance. Resources could 

include a collection of job aids, step-

by-step guides, or links to useful 

online resources—preferably all three.

Once you stop teaching everything 

and establish the needed resources, 

start assigning creative report-back 

assignments like, “Visualize the 

process for doing (task). You can do 

this by drawing a simple diagram, 

illustrating a figurative process map, 

making a physical sculpture, or 

whatever you’d like that helps you 

remember it.” This is a great way to 

implement the gamification principle 

of creative expression.
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      Allow for failure

Employees learn best on the job. 

When they experience the need for 

a particular process, skill, or rule in 

action, it helps them understand 

something versus simply knowing it. 

Making mistakes is all part of that 

learning experience—because 

mistakes help us appreciate the 

importance of fully understanding 

what’s asked of us. Even in jobs that 

can’t afford mistakes, offering training 

sessions that give employees the 

chance to mess up safely are critical. 

Communicating that failure is okay 

and encouraged is a huge piece of 

this. People naturally fear failure, so 

they must know that it’s safe (and 

even expected) to help them learn 

their job more effectively. 

By allowing failure, you might 

unintentionally stumble upon a new 

way of doing things when employees 

bring a spirit of creative expression 

to their own learning experiences.

When creating 
onboarding for the 
world’s largest coffee 
brand, Mindspace 
worked to create 
digital safe spaces for 
baristas to learn—
allowing for failure, 
reducing stress, 
and helping new 
employees gain a 
deeper knowledge. 
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      Ask for feedback—and act on It

Speaking of finding new ways to do 

things, treating your resource library 

like a living repository and giving 

people permission to fail as they 

learn is a great way to open feedback 

channels between employees and 

the L&D department. 

Encourage employees to offer 

feedback and make suggestions to 

improve things in the resource library. 

When you update a procedure or 

resource, reach out to the individual 

who made the suggestion and let 

them know that they have influenced 

the company policy and impacted 

future employees. Commend them 

at your next company meeting or 

add a note of recognition in your 

newsletter. Some companies even 

have reward systems in place, 

which  encourage employees 

to continuously evaluate their 

processes and look for faster, more 

efficient, or innovative approaches. 

According to author and entrepreneur, 

Timothy F. Bednarz, Ph.D., encouraging 

employee feedback can improve a 

business’s efficiency while giving 

employees a greater sense of 

ownership.3 When you do this, you 

can also layer another gamification 

principle on top of creative expression. 

It’s called epic meaning.

As employees see the impact their 

feedback has on the organization, 

they’ll develop a greater sense of 

responsibility for the overall employee 

experience and feel empowered to 

evaluate and improve it.

Epic meaning is the 
idea that people get 
more motivated to 
do something when 
they feel like they’re 
contributing to 
something bigger  
than themselves. 

2 https://www.qualitydigest.com/inside/twitter-ed/actively-eliciting-feedback-employees.html# 
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Another level completed! Well 
done! You’re almost there.  

Learning doesn’t have 

to be forced or pressed 

upon employees. When 

developing a culture of 

learning, take the open 

approach:
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Allow employees to learn or report 

back on their learnings in a way that 

works for their own personal sense 

of creative expression. 

Give them freedom to experiment 

and fail so they can learn more 

experientially. 

Leave the door open for 

suggestions and recommendations 

on how your learning resources 

could be better or how processes 

could be improved. 

Finally, don’t forget to recognize 

those who contribute to meaningful 

improvements that impact others. 

Appeal to employees’ desires to use 

their influence in an impactful way 

that will benefit others or future 

employees. 
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LEVEL 6

Don’t Overlook 
the Easter Egg

Game mechanic: Easter Eggs
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Not everyone likes surprise parties—but no one refuses 

the gifts that come with them. 

As you seek to create a culture of learning by bringing 

gamification elements into the employee experience, 

don’t overlook the power of bringing easter eggs into 

your strategy. (No, not the plastic easter eggs...or those 

Cadbury creme eggs....ew.)

Easter eggs in a gamification context are the unexpected gifts 

or hidden items that players can discover. From a learning 

perspective, they’re the “surprise and delight” moments you 

can provide for employees on their learning journey. 

These can be as big or as small as you want—marketing-

sized budgets aren’t necessary. Instead, liken easter eggs 

to the pickle spear you get at a deli. You didn’t ask for it, 

but this extra touch might end up endearing you to the deli.

The same goes for your culture of learning. Unforeseen 

moments of delight can endear employees to the learning 

programs you create. When that happens, training becomes 

a “want to” and not a “have to” in the eyes of employees.

The power of 
surprise and delight

Conducting training classes in an 
unusual environment

Providing surprise bonuses for 
overachievers

Delivering training through digital 
games as opposed to “death by 
Powerpoint” 

Examples:
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Use surprise and delight moments and easter eggs (unexpected gifts or 

hidden items) to endear employees to your learning programs.

COMPLE
T

E
!

You’ve completed the last  
level of this ebook.  
Let’s look at everything we’ve learned...
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Imagine a world where employees are active advocates of the L&D department:

Summary

They know you’ll only give them  
what they need when they need it.
Level 1 / Cascading Information Theory

They know you’re going to treat 
learners like they’re the heroes  
of the story.
Level 2 / Quests

They know that the training 
available to them will help them 
feel like they leveled up.
Level 3 / Status, Teams of Specialists

They know they have freedom to 
explore their curious side when 
they need some downtime.
Level 4 / Sandbox Effect

They know training isn’t 
oppressive and top-down,  
but rather collaborative.
Level 5 / Creative Expression,  

Epic Meaning

They regularly experience 
surprise and delight in  
training programs.
Level 6 / Easter Eggs

Utilizing the learnings from all six levels could get us pretty close to the 
world we outlined above. Are you ready to make it happen?
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Congratulations, you’ve  
slayed this e-book.
You’ve completed all six levels and summarized your learnings. 

 

If you’re looking for more ways to kickstart a culture of learning and engage 

learners, reach out to us at Mindspace. 

We’ve helped innovators like Google, Starbucks, FedEx and others teach, motivate, 

and reach their learners in fun, engaging, and gamified new ways. 

To learn more visit mindspace.net or send us an email at hello@mindspace.net.
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