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Introduction 
 

We propose that gamification can bring about behaviour change when game immersion creates a 
‘third place’ which is transformational. But how does one create these service systems and how do 
they affect consumers’ well-being? While a number of studies have explored the role of service 
providers as ‘third places’ of consumption (Ducheneaut, Moore, & Nickell, 2007; Oldenburg, 1989), 
this research extends the notion by exploring the role of gamification and game immersion in this. 
We explore this interaction of third place experiences and gamification by taking a Transformative 
Services Research (TSR) perspective to not only understand the interrelationship between 
consumers and gamified services but the impact of these services on consumer well-being 
(Anderson et al., 2013). The outcome of the paper is a conceptual model explaining the 
transformation process of gamification.  
 
Amidst different online services, gamification is among the fresh ideas in TSR (Russell-Bennett & 
Baron, 2015). Although previous studies suggested that online services in general have the potential 
to be considered as “third places” and affect consumers’ well-being (Parkinson, Mulcahy Rory, 
Schuster, & Taiminen, 2019; Parkinson, Schuster, Mulcahy, & Taiminen Heini, 2017), the findings are 

 
1 Afshin Tanouri is a PhD student in Marketing at the University of Canterbury, New Zealand. His PhD focuses 

on promoting mental well-being through gamification services. He is interested in gamification for behavior 

change. His work is published in the Journal of Service Theory and Practice and the proceedings of ANZMAC 

2017 & 2019.   
2 Dr. Ann-Marie Kennedy is a senior lecturer in Marketing at the University of Canterbury. She specializes in 

marketing for behavior change, specifically in the areas of macro-social marketing and system wide change for 

wicked problems. She has worked on social marketing with such organizations as the Canterbury District Health 

Board, Canterbury Clinical Network, NZTA, and the University of Canterbury Health and Recreation Services. 

Her work is published in leading international journals including the Journal of Social Marketing, Journal of 

Macromarketing, European Journal of Marketing, Journal of Consumer Affairs, and the Journal of Business 

Research among others.   
3 Ekant Veer is a Professor of Marketing at the University of Canterbury, New Zealand. His research focuses on 

the role of marketing in promoting social wellbeing and understanding how online technologies affect consumer 

self-expression and identity. He is the co-director of the UC Business School's Social Impact Cluster is often 

called upon to work with various not-for-profit agencies to show how marketing can be used to benefit society 

and promote wellness. His work has been published in leading international journals, such as Journal of 

Marketing Management, Journal of Public Policy and Marketing, Marketing Letters, European Journal of 

Marketing, and Annals of Tourism Research.   
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inconsistent in the case of gamification. There is little research on gamification in the TSR literature 
(Parkinson et al., 2017), and that which exists is contradictory. For instance, Ducheneaut et al. (2007) 
suggested that multiplayer games can be considered as “third places” and be categorized among 
transformational services only if extensive attention is paid to the graphical characteristics of the 
game world to resemble a real-world setting. In addition, Hammedi, Leclerq, and Van Riel Allard 
(2017) investigated the transformational potential of gamification in health services and suggested 
age and disease severity as two salient factors that can determine the transformative nature of 
gamification.  
 
Altogether, achieving holistic insight about the transformational potential of gamification services 
entails aggregating the findings from social marketing and TSR literature. Converging TSR and social 
marketing is highly emphasised to solve complex social problems and achieve a consumer oriented 
approach in designing transformational services (Russell-Bennett, Fisk Raymond, Rosenbaum Mark, 
& Zainuddin, 2019). Likewise, Nicholson (2015) emphasised that gamification services should take a 
user-centric approach and provide meaning for players rather than focusing on operational aspects 
of the games to be effective in changing behaviours.  
 
The social marketing literature reveals that gamification shares several characteristics with a 
transformational service. It can facilitate anonymity and non-judgemental user-to-user and user-to-
service interactions which can improve well-being through reducing stigma and increasing 
confidence to disclose (Bakker, Kazantzis, Rickwood, & Rickard, 2016; Parkinson et al., 2019). 
Moreover, gamification services can be considered transformational since they can tighten the 
disparities in quality of the service offered in different geographical regions and for underprivileged 
consumers (Cheek et al., 2014; Rosenbaum et al., 2011). In addition Barab, Gresalfi, and Ingram-
Goble (2010) introduced Transformational Play Theory which implies that games can become 
transformational if they have a strong narrative and are played transformationally.  
 
A recent review of gamification in social marketing also demonstrated that stories are the key to 

achieving meaningful gamification (Tanouri, Kennedy, & Veer, 2019). Nonetheless, the focus of 

gamification designers on improving the technology and participatory experience has downplayed 

the importance of storytelling in gamification services (Morford, Witts, Killingsworth, & Alavosius, 

2014; Phillips, 2015). As such, this paper aims to propose a conceptual transformative gamification 

framework built upon storytelling (see figure 1). 

 

Conceptual Model (FIGURE 1) 
 

Transformation is the result of merging the perspectives of the storyteller and the story receiver and 
takes place after the story receiver engages in reflection, imagination and, exploring different 
possibilities (Alterio, 2011). Likewise, reflection is suggested as the main mechanism for changing 
behaviour in the latest evidence-based theories used in social marketing and psychology (Clark, 
2012; Merry et al., 2012). As such, it can be inferred that for a gamification service to be 
transformational, it needs to create a so called “third place” in which reflection, imagination and 
exploration are encouraged. Taking a close look to the definition of “third places”, it can be inferred 
that the experience of being in “third places” comprises engaging with the surface layer of the “third 
place” (e.g. the restaurant atmosphere), and the content of the “third place” (e.g. social interactions) 
(Oldenburg, 1989). Therefore, gamification services should incorporate the surface layer and content 
of the “third place” to be considered transformational.  
 
Transportation is an important mechanism in storytelling literature that can facilitate imagination, 
in-game interaction, and enhance immersion (Green & Brock, 2000). Transportation is defined as 
being taken from reality to a fantasy world (Green & Clark, 2013). The consequences of 
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transportation are persuasion, change in attitudes and beliefs, and affective responses (van Laer, de 
Ruyter, Visconti, & Wetzels, 2013). According to Ducheneaut et al. (2007) sociability and emotional 
experiences are the most important attributes of “third places”; likewise, it is believed that 
transportation can lead to higher levels of perceived realism and closeness, and has direct influence 
on empathy and social interactions (Kinnebrock & Bilandzic, 2011). Thereby, it can be postulated 
that the content layer of the “third places” can be attained by providing a transformative game 
story.  
 
On the other hand, Ducheneaut et al. (2007) showed that individuals who spent more time in games 
and were more experienced and engaged, were more likely to consider games as “third places”. By 
framing those factors as hedonic factors, it can be postulated that perceived hedonic value is the 
other contributor to perception of “third places” in gamification services. Holbrook (1994) proposed 
play and aesthetics as two dimensions of hedonic value. With regard to the play dimension, several 
gamification studies have shown a positive association between flow state (Csikszentmihalyi, 
Abuhamdeh, & Nakamura, 2014) and play (Chang, 2013). Therefore, unlike previous studies that 
proposed aesthetics (i.e. graphical features) as the main mechanism that can turn gamification 
services to “third places”, we propose more dimensions to contribute to the perception of 
gamification as “third places”. In addition, it is also believed that delivery method of online services 
can affect perceived realism and user experience. Recent studies have suggested that transmedia 
environments when coupled with gamification, can consolidate both the participatory experience 
and the transformation process (Jenkins, 2006; Moloney, 2011).  
 
In conclusion, gamification services can be transformational through creating a “third place” and 
encouraging reflection. That the “third place” has two layers (i.e. the surface and the content) which 
can be operationalized by a transportive story, flow and an appropriate graphical experience in a 
transmedia gameplay. Thus, we propose Figure 1 as the transformative gamification framework.  
 

Contribution to theory and practice 
 

This research has several contributions to social marketing, TSR, and gamification. First, it is the first 

study that introduces a practical framework for design and implementation of transformative 

gamification services. Second, this is the first study that suggests a model for creating gamified “third 

places”. Thirdly, this framework is a guideline to design user-centric gamification interventions to 

improve well-being and can be adopted to different scopes and subjects. 

 
Figure 1: Transformative gamification framework 
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