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Abstract: This paper aims to explore consumer engagement with online retailers through gamification,
the use of game mechanics, and co-creation. A qualitative methodology was used through an
exploratory case study approach. The interviews were conducted with 30 Portuguese consumers.
It was found that the majority of respondents do not consider online shopping as a substitute for
other entertainment activities. Respondents stressed that in online shopping, the important thing
is personal satisfaction and their needs. According to the Hexad model, these characteristics fit
the free spirit gamer, the Barttle model the explorer and the BrainHex model the seeker. As far as
co-creation is concerned, the results indicate that most of the interviewees do not value the tools that
exist on the retailers’ websites which allow them to create their own product. This study provides
recommendations for retailers to implement a successful co-creation gamification strategy. Companies
need to include gaming elements to enhance the retail experience and increase sales. In turn, this can
increase competitive pressures among retailers by improving the services and products they offer.
This paper provides empirical support for the current dearth of qualitative studies on the role of
gamification and co-creation in the online retail experience. Many of the findings of this study are not
in line with existing literature, allowing the conclusion that gamification alone is no longer enough to
engage the online retail consumer with products and brands, requiring co-creation for the effective
engagement of this consumer.

Keywords: gamification; online shopping; co-creation; ecommerce; online retail experience

1. Introduction

In recent years, we have witnessed changes in traditional commerce (physical shops)
because consumer demands have been changing. In this context, many companies have
had to close down because they could not keep up with the evolution of the market,
which tended to be increasingly global and increasingly focused on e-commerce. On
the other hand, the number of hours people spend on the internet today, either on web-
sites or social networks, or playing games, has been increasing (Insley and Nunan 2014;
Pena and Brito 2021).

Given this conjuncture, online shopping has increased and become routine in people’s
lives, and it is estimated that to buy a product, a consumer searches 124 product websites.
Thus, websites have been a strong ally of companies (Nacke et al. 2014). The COVID-19
pandemic has increased online shopping. However, being connected to the internet does not
mean that all users will buy products online because some are still wary of online shopping.
Online sellers do not want mere “viewers”, they want “buyers” (Wang et al. 2006).

According to INE, in 2020, the e-commerce users in Portugal suffered the most sig-
nificant increase since 2002, standing at 44.5%. The most sold physical products were
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clothing, footwear and fashion accessories with 69%, a higher percentage than in 2020, also
the amount spent per order increased (INE 2020). Alongside these data, in 2020, 21.3%
of Portuguese companies began selling goods and services through the Internet. Sales in
e-commerce represent 17% of the total turnover of 2020 (INE 2020).

Websites are an important means of client-company communication, so they must be
accessible in search engines and promoted in other communication channels. Websites have
to be functional, providing the message in an organised and clear way, appealing content,
secure and reliable payments, excellent security features, fast in the search, with clear
information and appealing content, quality, essential attributes for the attraction, loyalty
and retention of customers and therefore increase trust (Kannan and Govindan 2011).
Thus, online purchases are influenced by three characteristics: psychological, personal
and technological, and are influenced by benefits received, trust and quality of the site,
and trust is the most important (Baganzi et al. 2019). Companies’ use of gamification on
their websites influence online shopping (Aparicio et al. 2021; Lucassen and Jansen 2014).
As a rule, sales resulting from using a gamified co-creation methodology increase sales
(Rodrigues et al. 2021b).

Gamification is defined as using gaming techniques in non-gaming environments.
Although it is a recent topic, some authors have already addressed it in certain areas,
namely: in the workplace as motivational strategies, in teaching, in the fashion industry, in
engineering, in health, or marketing (Aparicio et al. 2021; Carlier et al. 2021; Lucassen and
Jansen 2014; Reis et al. 2020; Trinidad et al. 2021). Co-creation is a strategy of interaction
between the company, customers, suppliers and even competitors, which aims at the
participation of these agents in the creation of products/services, that is, in the creation
of value (Lucassen and Jansen 2014; Rodrigues et al. 2021b). Research into the connection
between gamification and co-creation enables the development and understanding of how
co-creation practices can be improved (Patricio et al. 2020).

Flow theory advocates that flow is a mental state in which an individual, when
performing an activity, is fully immersed in a feeling of focus, energised and completely
involved (Ghani and Deshpande 1994; Silic et al. 2020). In this way, we can infer that this the-
ory can explain the impact of gamification on consumer engagement with online retail pur-
chases, and this flow may be the key to consumer engagement (Arghashi and Yuksel 2022).
In this context, the aim of this paper is to explore consumer engagement with online re-
tailers through gamification, the use of game mechanics and co-creation. A qualitative
methodology was used, where 30 interviews were conducted with Portuguese consumers.
That said, two research questions were formulated:

RQ1. Do Portuguese consumers achieve entertainment experiences when shopping online?

RQ2. How do Portuguese consumers react to the inclusion of game mechanics in their online
retail experiences?

With this paper it was found that most respondents indicate that they do not consider
online shopping as a substitute for other entertainment activities. Respondents stressed that
in online shopping, the important thing is personal satisfaction and their needs. According
to the Hexad model, these characteristics fit the free spirit gamer, the Bartle model the
explorer and the BrainHex model the seeker. Respondents suggested that it is not important
to do better deals than others, so they do not consider this variable to be an important
aspect of gamification. Though, the interviewees affirmed that online shopping is not a
competition where one loses or wins.

Some of these results are not in line with the results found by the most recent studies
on the influence of gamification on online retail consumer engagement. The new findings
led to the advancement of the existing literature since, until recently, studies encouraged
production consumers to go online shopping to feel better emotionally, obtain social
approval, look for new product trends, and understand the activity of online shopping as a
game, this reality is changing. This study demonstrates that online tab purchases are made
due to the need for a specific product and that gamification translated by the introduction
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of game elements in the online shopping process does not increase consumer engagement
with online tab stores. As such, there is a breakthrough in the literature demonstrating
that gamification must be supported by co-creation to involve the online consumer more
(namely in psychological terms) with products and brands. As such, this study provides
empirical support for the current economy of qualitative studies on the role of gamification
and co-creation in the online retail consumer experience.

2. Literature Review
2.1. Understanding Gamification

Gamification comes from the English term gamifying, a term initially used with the
meaning of “turning something non-game into a game”. Although gamification is being
used in various contexts, the entire scientific community has not yet accepted its definition.
However, “the use of game design elements in non-game contexts” is the most unanimous
(Gatautis et al. 2016; Lucassen and Jansen 2014). Gamification is not a game; its genesis
underlies video games (Bright and Ponis 2021; Sailer et al. 2017).

The game is seen as something fun, a joke, which does not have a defined goal, it is
used playfully, while gamification aims to motivate, influence to adopt some behaviour,
and increase their involvement (Bright and Ponis 2021; Georgiou 2021). Thus, gamification
is using techniques, mechanics, dynamics, and game elements associated with any context
to encourage and motivate individuals to perform a particular task, such as learning,
buying something, or getting better performance in their daily tasks. In short, these game
techniques and strategies have as the main objective, first to encourage the use, then to
involve and finally to influence and retain a behaviour (Al-Zyoud 2021; Gatautis et al. 2016;
Lucassen and Jansen 2014).

2.2. Models of Player Types

The description of a good feeling or experience as a motivating factor for day-to-day
activities was introduced by Csikszentmihalyi (1997) and is transmitted by the “flow state”.
This state results from a self-induced, intrinsic motivation of rewards or incentives without
necessarily being induced by external rewards. Csikszentmihalyi (2000) deduced from
this state of the Flow Theory, which considers nine dimensions necessary for an activity to
induce a state of flow: (1) balance between skills and challenges, (2) union of consciousness
and action, (3) clearly defined objectives, (4) specific feedback, (5) maximum concentration
on the task, (6) sense of control, (7) absence of self-awareness, (8) time transformation and
(9) autotelic experience.

It is important to know the “players” when gamification is approached since they
are its users. There are different player models: Bartle, BrainHex and Hexad. Each player
profile is motivated by different factors and certain game elements and reacts differently
(Carlier et al. 2021).

In the 90s, Richard Bartle analysed the gaming environment in an online environment
called MUD—Multiuser Dungeons. He concluded that the players’ personalities could be
represented in a Cartesian plane in which the vertical axis goes from interaction to action,
and the horizontal axis goes from the players to the world (Iacono et al. 2020). Thus, defined
four types of players, which are (1) entrepreneur; (2) explorer; (3) socialiser; (4) and killer
(Nacke et al. 2014). Entrepreneurs are motivated by accumulating points and how they play
to earn points or other distinctions looking for recognition or prestige (Iacono et al. 2020).
Explorers like to explore the game, and they crave to know the mechanics of the game.
Socialisers are motivated by socialising, i.e., interacting with other players and maintaining
relationships. On the other hand, killers are the ones who want to be better, and they are
extremely competitive, and they do not look at the means to achieve their goals which are
victory (Nacke et al. 2014). In this way, Bartle’s model suggests that effective gamification
creates game environments that satisfy all types of players.

Having recognised some limitations in the application of Bartle’s model (Bateman et al.
2011; Hamari and Tuunanen 2014; Nacke et al. 2014) proposed the first model focused on
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gamification studies, called the BrainHex model. This model was based on the neurological
and psychological study of game players and specified seven types of player profiles
according to neurobiological research: (1) the entrepreneur; (2) the conqueror; (3) the
daredevil; (4) the mentor; (5) the seeker; (6) the socialiser; (7) and the survivor (Carlier et al.
2021). These types of players are classified into classes and subclasses interrelated with
each other, being a more refined classification.

The Hexad model appears, proposed by Marczewski (2015) and later validated by
Tondello et al. (2019), which is the first model specified exclusively for gamification.
The Hexad model defines six types of players based on intrinsic and extrinsic motiva-
tions: (1) entrepreneur (motivated by Competence—they want to learn new things and
improve themselves—they like challenges); (2) free spirit (motivated by Autonomy and
self-expression—they want to create and explore); (3) philanthropist (motivated by purpose
and meaningful things); (4) disruptor (motivated by positive or negative change—they
want to disrupt the functioning of the system); (5) gamer (motivated by rewards); (6) and
socialiser (motivated by connections—they create social connections) (Carlier et al. 2021;
Nacke et al. 2014). This model is based on the fact that people have specific characteristics
(no people are the same) and that intrinsic and extrinsic motivations influence them. There-
fore, gamification should be personalised, proposing various game designs focused on the
target audience (Bittner and Shipper 2014; Carlier et al. 2021).

Main Elements of Gamification

The main elements of gamification motivate and encourage to perform certain be-
haviours and achieve certain goals, and examples are: gifts, scoreboards, points, combat,
badges, achievements, fights teams and virtual goods (Wang et al. 2020). These elements
aim to involve, influence and encourage to perform a certain behaviour. Each element has
three types of characteristics which are: (1) progression; (2) reward; (3) and recognition
(Aparicio et al. 2021; Forte-Celaya et al. 2021; Gatautis et al. 2016; Rodrigues et al. 2021b).

According to Gatautis et al. (2016), the pyramid of gamification elements classi-
fying them as: game components, game mechanics and game dynamics. Dynamics is
when satisfaction is high and aims to achieve maximum emotions in the individual. The
most important dynamics are: restrictions (limitations or exchanges), emotions (curiosity,
competitiveness, frustration), narrative (is a story with nexus), progressions (growth and de-
velopment of the player) and relationships (relationships between players, status) (Gatautis
et al. 2016). Underlying the mechanics is the increase in content, i.e., giving rewards for
tasks (points, levels, badges, rewards, feedback, leaderboards and assets) (Aparicio et al.
2021; Luo et al. 2021; Paknejad et al. 2021).

2.3. Gamification and the Retail Customer Experience

With the increase in online shopping, companies must try to understand consumers’
behaviours to redirect them according to their desires to stimulate sales (Gatautis et al. 2016;
Insley and Nunan 2014). The online environment not only brings benefits but also has
shortcomings such as: lack of physical contact, transactions are less reliable, uncertainty
in product quality, absence of experiences provided in physical shops (such as physical
contact with the seller, the sounds and smells of traditional shops as well as touching
products) (Baganzi et al. 2019). Many consumers replace entertainment activities with
online shopping. The online experience offers emotions and pleasure. Consumers feel great
anxiety and joy when items arrive via mail, greater comfort than in physical shops, sales
and services available 24 h anywhere, and save time, money and effort. Online shopping
brings greater convenience, allows selection and reduction of clusters, and has a greater
quantity of products/services (Insley and Nunan 2014; Wang et al. 2006).

In this way, consumers can search and compare more information, including product
prices, on various websites, arousing the feeling of reward and positive emotions (Baganzi
et al. 2019). On the other hand, some consumers also used unethical behaviours, as they
ordered several items only to deceive the companies of having free shipping on delivery.
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However, they would later return what they did not want and only ordered so that the
shipping would be free (Insley and Nunan 2014).

2.4. Relationship between Gamification and the SOR Model

Gatautis et al. (2016) developed a model of consumer behaviour in a virtual envi-
ronment called SOR, where S is the stimulus, O is impact/emotion, and R is the response
which is the behaviour. Thus, the consumer in a virtual environment suffers stimuli, and
these stimuli will cause emotions. Whether these positive or negative emotions will trigger
a particular behaviour (aspiration or avoidance). Thus, companies must create designs
capable of influencing consumers to buy.

On the other hand, the pyramid model of gamification developed by Werbach and
Hunter (2012) is composed of: game components, game mechanics and game dynamics.
This model is strongly related to the three components of the SOR model (stimulus, impact
and response) (Gatautis et al. 2016; Shao et al. 2019; Zhu et al. 2019) model, which in turn
can be related to gamification.

The use of gamification by companies aims to cause different stimuli in consumers,
if possibly positive, to subsequently influence them to respond or behave according to
their intentions. The stimuli are the components of the games, such as points, virtual
goods, achievements, gifts, levels and rewards. These stimuli cause an impact that is the
dynamics of the game, which is nothing more than the cognitive and emotional state that
the consumer is in and, depending on whether it is pleasant or unpleasant, will generate a
behaviour (action or avoidance) or not (Gatautis et al. 2016; Ma et al. 2021). Thus, the stimuli
will affect the cognitions and emotions of consumers and influence behaviour, promoting a
response. Individuals with more experience in online shopping have more quantity, content
and organisation of cognitions (knowledge acquired by previous experiences), and these
past positive experiences will increase customer engagement with the brand (Canio et al.
2021). This engagement is divided into two types: cognitive and affective. The cognitive is
related to rational thinking, knowing how to use the techniques, and greater knowledge
through frequent use. The affective is the emotions perceived in the use of the site. The
more experienced, the greater cognitive involvement, the greater affective involvement,
and the more pleasure one derives from the experience (Ma et al. 2021).

2.5. Gamified Co-Creation

The term co-creation is still a current theme. It is related to the possibility of creating
bonds of trust between companies and customers and the possibility of them being part of
the creation process, that is, companies being sustainable. To survive, they must adapt or
mould themselves to customers’ wishes. In turn, co-creation is directly linked to marketing
since it is increasingly important to know what the target audience wants, so they must be
part of the creation process because, in the end, it is they who will buy (Lounis et al. 2013).
However, the other stakeholders are important because it is only through sharing synergies
that they achieve innovation efficiency and meet the wishes of the markets (Lucassen and
Jansen 2014; Rodrigues et al. 2021b).

Co-creation is closely linked to Marketing since it is also through suggestions, con-
sumer surveys and research that product customisation is achieved and therefore reaches
the target audience (Lucassen and Jansen 2014; Rodrigues et al. 2021b). The main purpose of
the gamified co-creation strategy is to create a relationship of trust and proximity between
suppliers, customers and other stakeholders (Ribeiro et al. 2019). Trust is created through
experience, which creates additional value for the product (Baganzi et al. 2019). Nowadays,
consumers and producers are co-creators, as both interact and, therefore, can be producers,
consumers, and both simultaneously (Hsieh et al. 2021; Kannan and Govindan 2011; Ma
et al. 2021; Ribeiro et al. 2019).
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3. Methodology and Sample

The present study uses a qualitative methodology through an exploratory case study
approach. This methodology is the most suitable for this study since it provides the modifi-
cation of ideas and concepts and the clarification and development of literature (Lopes et al.
2021) in the context of gamification and co-creation. The qualitative methodology allows
for a comprehensive view of a certain less-known phenomenon. Moreover, it allows the
research to be carried out in the respondents’ natural environment, enabling an inductive
data analysis (Mohajan 2018). Thus, the exploratory case study is indicated to broaden the
scope of research, enabling the emergence of particular patterns in a specific context (Lopes
et al. 2022).

Concerning the data collection method, it contemplated the combination of interviews
with a semi-structured questionnaire (which allowed for deepening the themes under
study), with data collection with direct face-to-face observation of consumers who shop
online. The semi-structured questionnaire was composed of open questions adapted
from Insley and Nunan (2014). The questionnaire was divided into two general themes:
(1) Online shopping experience; (2) Role of game elements in the shopping experience.
Regarding the former, the questionnaire had two subthemes: Subtheme 1: online shopping
as recreation (8 questions); Subtheme 2: affective aspects of online shopping (6 questions).
Regarding the second, the questionnaire had three subthemes: Subtheme 1: competing
against other shoppers (5 questions); Subtheme 2: competing against other retailers policies
(8 questions), Theme 3: pricing games (5 questions). Before conducting the interviews, a
pre-test was carried out.

We conducted 30 interviews (Table 1) with consumers in Portugal who bought clothes
online in the last 6 months. The selection of respondents was non-probabilistic, and the
snowball sampling technique was used. Firstly, the authors’ contact network contacted
consumers who made online purchases in the last 6 months. These participants then
contacted other consumers to participate in the study. As it is a non-probabilistic sample,
and due to the small number of participants, the sample is not representative of the universe
of Portuguese consumers who made online purchases less than 6 months ago. As such, the
results of this study are exploratory and cannot be generalised. The interviews took place
between 26 October and 22 November 2021, with an average duration of about 1 h and
30 min. All interviews were transcribed and reviewed by the authors.

Table 1. Characterisation of the sample.

Age Professional
Status District

Shops You
Usually Buy
from Online

Place Where You
Usually Do Your
Online Shopping

Day of
Interview Duration

The Equipment
They Use Most for
Online Shopping

Frequent
Payment
Method

Interviewee

52 Social
Educator Coimbra

Tiffosi, Zara,
Wook, El corte
ingles

House 26/10/2021 1:35 Mobile phone ATM A

20 Student Lisbon Zara House 28/10/2021 1:28 Computer Credit
card B

32 Designer Lisbon
Worten, H&M,
Continente,
HomeStory

House 28/10/2021 1:41 Computer Mb Way C

20 Student Coimbra Zara, Pull&Bear,
Bauy House 28/10/2021 1:25 Computer Virtual

Card D

32 Museologist Coimbra
Quebramar,
Spartoo, Mango,
H&M, Cavalinho

House 28/10/2021 1:28 Computer ATM E

31 Nurse Lisbon El corte ingles,
Zara, H&M, Ikea House 29/10/2021 1:31 Mobile phone Credit

card F

28 Electronics
Engineer Lisbon Amazon, eBay House 29/10/2021 1:22 Mobile phone Virtual

Card G

33 HR
Technician Coimbra

Zara, Benetton,
Sportzone,
WePet, Primor

House 01/11/2021 1:19 Mobile phone Mb Way H

56 Sales
inspector Coimbra Adidas, Amazon Home, workplace 01/11/2021 1:22 Tablet Credit

card I
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Table 1. Cont.

Age Professional
Status District

Shops You
Usually Buy
from Online

Place Where You
Usually Do Your
Online Shopping

Day of
Interview Duration

The Equipment
They Use Most for
Online Shopping

Frequent
Payment
Method

Interviewee

21 Servant Coimbra

Zara, Lefties,
Bershka,
LuisaViaRoma,
Farfetch,
Massimo Dutti

House 01/11/2021 1:27 Mobile phone Paypal J

52 Tourism
technician Coimbra Sportzone House 02/11/2021 1:27 Mobile phone Mb Way K

46 Special
Forces Lisbon Zara House 02/11/2021 1:19 Computer ATM L

35 Nurse Coimbra Adidas, La
Redoute, H&M House 03/11/2021 1:24 Mobile phone Credit

card M

23 Environmental
engineering Lisbon

C&A, H&M,
Mango, Worten,
OLX, Continente

House 12/11/2021 1:34 Computer Paypal N

27 Geologist Beja
Zara, Showroom,
Clubefashion,
Sephora

Home, workplace 12/11/2021 1:40 Mobile phone Mb Way O

28 Student Coimbra Zara, Mango,
Shein, Zaful House 15/11/2021 1:26 Mobile phone Paypal P

24 Counter
assistant Coimbra

Shein, Bershka,
Zara,
Stradivarius

House 15/11/2021 1:31 Mobile phone Paypal Q

18 Student Coimbra Pull&Bear, Zara,
Fnac, JD House 16/11/2021 1:26 Computer Mb Way R

18 Student Coimbra
Shein, Bershka,
Zara,
Stradivarius

House 16/11/2021 1:20 Mobile phone ATM S

28 Manager Coimbra Nike, Worten,
Lion of Porsche House 16/11/2021 1:23 Mobile phone Mb Way T

21 Military Coimbra Zara, About You House 16/11/2021 1:28 Mobile phone Mb Way U

20 Student Coimbra
Pull&Bear, Zara,
Stradivarius,
Wook

House 16/11/2021 1:21 Mobile phone ATM V

41

Higher
Technician
in Public
Procurement

Lisbon Shein Esplanade, house 16/11/2021 1:30 Computer Mb Way W

35 Psychologist Coimbra Skin, Moviflor,
Zara, Fnac House 16/11/2021 1:42 Tablet Credit

card X

20 Student Lisbon Shein, Lefties,
Bershka House 17/11/2021 1:28 Mobile phone Paypal Y

30 HR
Generalist Loures Zara, Shein House 17/11/2021 1:26 Computer Credit

card Z

27 Call Centre
Operator Coimbra Adidas, Nike,

Puma House 17/11/2021 1:39 Tablet Paypal AA

18 Kitchen
helper Setúbal Shein, Lefties Home, public

transport 17/11/2021 1:19 Mobile phone ATM BB

26 Consultant Lisbon Fnac, Worten,
Amazon House 21/11/2021 1:23 Mobile phone Credit

card CC

25 Veterinary
Doctor Lisbon

Zara, H&M,
Mango,
Pull&Bear,
Stradivarius

House 22/11/2021 1:30 Mobile phone Credit
card DD

4. Results
4.1. Online Shopping Experience
4.1.1. Subtheme 1: Online Shopping as Recreation

Regarding this first theme, the interviewees explained the reasons that led them
to make online purchases. Most of the interviewees mentioned convenience, ease of
navigation on the site, quality and time saved. The fact that there is no need to go to the
physical shop is very convenient, so it’s a faster process. Therefore, it can be said that this
finding fits into the “transformation of time” dimension of flow theory. Some interviewees
also mentioned that the reason that leads them to shop online is the price, the need and the
variety of products, since many times in the shops a certain item is not available in stock,
but online it is possible to find it and even for a better price.
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With regard to the willingness to shop online during breaks throughout the day, it
was found that 76.67% of respondents indicated that they do not shop during these breaks.
They take advantage of these breaks for other types of activities. They prefer to save the
moment of purchase for a time when they can reflect if it is really that product they want
(which requires some time). Reflection is done through strategies such as comparing prices
between different websites. This shows that in flow theory, consumers value maximum
concentration on the task and a sense of control. However, 23.33% of the interviewees refer
that whenever there is a need and free time during the day, they take the opportunity to
shop online (Insley and Nunan 2014).

Regarding the time when the interviewee most likes to do their online shopping, about
one third of the interviewees indicated that the preferred time is at night. The reason given
is that they have greater availability. The remaining respondents refer that the end of the
day is the most flexible time, and only one respondent indicates that during the day, there
is more availability. It was verified that most of the male individuals shop less frequently
than the female ones.

Regarding the variable time it took to decide to buy, we found that respondents aged
between 18 and 30 years have an average time ranging between 30 min and 3 h, with the
exception of respondent F, who indicates that it takes about 3 days. Respondents aged 31 to
56, on the other hand, have a longer average time which varies between 30 min and 1 week.

The factors that respondents most values in the shops where they shop most often
are: speed of delivery, the quality and provision of service and variety of products, the
accessibility of the website and the discounts/promotions that the shops offer.

Regarding the SOR model, the consumer in a virtual environment develops positive or
negative emotions that influence their behaviour. In this model, the emotional dimension
and entertainment caused by gamification aim to analyse whether respondents agree with
the online shopping experience (Gatautis et al. 2016; Zhu et al. 2019). Thus, about 70% of
respondents state that they feel emotions and even relaxation when shopping online.

The last part of this theme is about the respondents’ opinion regarding the question of
whether online shopping replaces other entertainment activities. What was found was that
more than half of those interviewed indicated that they do not consider online shopping to
be a substitute for other entertainment activities. Therefore, concerning flow theory, this
finding may indicate that when shopping online, consumers do not expect any immediate
or future benefit (autotelic experience dimension). On the other hand, around 23.33% of
the individuals consider that there is entertainment and a certain need for attention when
buying online, which makes it impossible to carry out activities such as watching television.

4.1.2. Subtheme 2: Affective Aspects of Online Shopping

Regarding the feelings that the interviewees convey, they are many and diverse.
We highlight the most common such as: satisfaction, peace, freedom, joy, happiness,
enthusiasm, anxiety. We conclude that practically all respondents have some kind of
feelings and that most of them are positive feelings and of great satisfaction for those who
buy online. Gatautis et al. (2016) and Carlier et al. (2021) affirm that consumers feel positive
emotions and sensations associated with games when they are shopping. The flow theory
indicates that a good feeling or experience is a motivating factor for daily activities.

On the other hand, 23 of the respondents say that their psychological state, for example,
in stressful situations or when they are sad, does not interfere at all with their online
shopping. The majority of respondents say they buy because they need the product and
when they can afford it, and not to feel good emotionally. This finding may show that
consumers have clearly defined objectives when they go shopping, with a clear union of
awareness and action, which are two of the dimensions of the flow theory. Thus, our results
are not in line with those indicated by Insley and Nunan (2014) and Al-Zyoud (2021). On
the contrary, 7 interviewees answered that their psychological state influences their online
purchases. The 7 respondents justify this situation as a form of distraction and relaxation,
which helps to improve their state of mind.
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Despite the above indicated, 17 respondents report that somehow shopping online
improves their mood. Knowing that they are going to buy a new product has a very
positive effect on their mood, leaving them happier and in a better mood, as well as with a
great sense of personal achievement (Al-Zyoud 2021; Insley and Nunan 2014). Typically,
consumers’ motivations for buying products for themselves are to satisfy a need such as
escapism or self-esteem (Sherry et al. 1995). The remaining 13 respondents stated that the
purchases they make online do not change their mood or state of mind, they buy because
they need the product and do not feel any kind of stimulation.

Therefore, we wanted to know if when respondents purchase products, they can
imagine that they are wearing them. Almost unanimously, 28 of the interviewees answered
that yes, in situations such as travelling, where they imagine themselves in the place where
they want to go when buying clothes/shoes where their imagination leads them to see how
they look with those pieces, there are even those who imagine the pieces for the home on
the shelf of a piece of furniture at home. This result reinforces what was indicated by Insley
and Nunan (2014).

We also analysed whether it was usual for respondents to carry out research or read
articles about new trends or new products on a wide variety of retailers’ websites. It was
found that 20 of the respondents do not do so, justifying that they do not follow trends, as
they only research what they intend to buy. The remaining 10 interviewees do it regularly,
they want to be updated and fashionable, always looking for news. This result does not
match the study of Insley and Nunan (2014).

With 20 negative responses, the results show that most respondents do not value
the tools that exist on a variety of retailers’ websites that allow them to create their own
product. This result reinforces the findings of Rodrigues et al. (2021b). On the other hand,
10 of the interviewees answered that these types of tools are important. They justify their
answer with the ease of customising certain articles to their liking, considering that size
and colour filters are important to have a complete view of the products, facilitating the
purchase. On the other hand, the design of the website, as well as the content, the ease of
searching, boost the purchase, and influence customer satisfaction (Baganzi et al. 2019).

4.2. Role of Game Elements in the Shopping Experience
4.2.1. Subtheme 1: Competing against Other Shoppers

Initially, we tried to find out how important it was for buyers to make better deals/
purchases than others. 28 of the interviewees answered that it is not important for them to
do better business than others therefore, they do not consider this variable a vital aspect of
gamification. They indicate that what matters is their satisfaction and needs. According
to the Hexad model, these characteristics fit the free spirit gamer, the Bartle model the
explorer and the BrainHex model the seeker. These types of players like to explore and
have moments of fun, fantasy and creativity (Carlier et al. 2021; Nacke et al. 2014).

Analysing whether the process of researching products and businesses online would
be a form of leisure or entertainment and whether this represents a form of motivation to
buy more, we obtained a significant group of affirmative responses (20 responses).

On the other hand, 26 respondents stated that shopping online is not a competition
where one loses or wins. They justify that it is only about a need to acquire a certain product.
This finding is the opposite of that indicated by Insley and Nunan (2014). However, the
remaining 4 answered yes. They justify this by saying that certain products sell out quickly
and that only the first can afford them. Thus, they confirm that there is a very fierce
competitive climate.

We next wanted to know whether respondents, when faced with limitations of units
available for purchase and when speed is not enough to acquire the product, whether this
is comparable to a game when you win or lose. 16 of the interviewees say no, buying is by
the necessity of the product and if it is not possible on one website, it will certainly be on
another. However, interviewees14 say yes. Here, are already the dynamics of gamification
working as the constraints that will influence individuals. Thus, promotions, available
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quantities, and discount time lead consumers to increase impulse purchases. There is then a
relationship between certain game dynamics with impulse buying and the stimuli to which
they are subjected, and the emotions they feel (anxiety) (Chen 2017; Henriques and Barreto
2019; Luo et al. 2021). Taking into account the “absence of self-awareness” dimension
of flow theory, we can infer from the results obtained that the absence of self-awareness
increases consumers’ anxiety and safety. According to the SOR Theory (limited time and
quantity), impulse buying is a stimulus, and the perceived urgency will put pressure to
buy, encouraging competition between customers (Carlier et al. 2021; Luo et al. 2021).

4.2.2. Subtheme 2: Competing against Other Retailer’s Policies

Initially, we asked who consults online, even if they do not intend to purchase any
type of item. Most of the interviewees (18) admitted that they do so and indicated that
they do so for leisure or to relax. Inspiration is also one of the reasons given and the
search for any opportunity that may arise, whether it be for low prices or something they
remembered they needed. The remaining 12 interviewees referred that they only use the
navigator when they really need to buy something. They believe that it is a waste of time
to consult products without needing to buy them. According to Insley and Nunan (2014),
consumers search retailers’ websites for hard-to-find or unusual items and are not central
to purchasing inexpensive items.

Regarding the strategies that each interviewee used to shop online, 11 of the inter-
viewees did not use any type of strategy. The remaining 19 use the most varied forms of
strategy to make the best online purchase, highlighting the use of filters, especially the
upper price limit. Do previous research looking for discounts, compare identical products
on different websites, select the category and filter by the cheapest. They also state that they
use multiple searches and price comparators and activate notifications. Concerning flow
theory, the results point to consumers varying the “balance between skills and challenges”
dimension, as they have strategies for online shopping. Online shopping can be a challenge,
and consumers must have adequate skills to apply these strategies.

We then sought to find out what retailers’ offers encourage online shopping. 22 of
the respondents’ state that price is the main offer to encourage purchase. They specified
that they look for promotions, discounts or buy 1 get 2 campaigns. Quality is the second
factor chosen by 6 respondents. Free shipping and intuitive and user-friendly App’s are
also frequently mentioned. These findings reinforce what was indicated by Luo et al. (2021)
and Henriques and Barreto (2019).

We also wanted to know if any of the interviewees made a return claiming product
defect when the product was not defective at all. The answer was unanimous: none of the
interviewees did so. Some even consider that doing so is dishonest and that it is better
to return the product saying that they were not satisfied with it. Consumers deliberately
return items for reasons other than actual defects in purchased items (Schmidt et al. 1999).
On the other hand, in e-commerce, unethical behaviour is accentuated because there is
an absence of direct confrontation, that is, there is no threat of embarrassment in public.
Consumers also buy items with the pre-meditated intention of returning them to get free
shipping or enjoy some discount (Insley and Nunan 2014; King and Dennis 2006).

When asked if social approval was important when shopping, 28 of the respondents
answered no, none of them shopped online for any kind of social approval. According to
Rodrigues et al. (2021a), the influence of social circles has relevance on consumers’ intention
to interact with the brand. However, 2 of the respondents answered affirmatively, justifying
that it is a way of being accepted by the society that makes them decide to buy a product.

Regarding the issue of whether existing game elements influence online shopping,
26 of the respondents answered that in no way do game elements influence their shopping
experience. Our results are not in line with those indicated by Haziri et al. (2021). According
to the authors, game elements significantly and positively influence consumers. However,
4 respondents admitted that game elements influenced the way they shop. The main
justification was that a good experience as in games leads them to buy more. The stimulus to



Adm. Sci. 2023, 13, 11 11 of 15

buy also increases if they get, for example, the points (Nah et al. 2015). This leads consumers
to increase the frequency of their online shopping at those shops. As advocated by the SOR
theory, if the experience is positive, it will influence the purchase (Gatautis et al. 2016).

4.2.3. Subtheme 3: Pricing Games

We began by asking whether they considered themselves more pressured to shop in
physical shops or in online shops. We found that 7 respondents feel more pressured to buy
in physical shops, and the main reason indicated is the presence and intimidation that is
sometimes done by shopkeepers. The remaining 23 interviewees do not feel pressured in
any of the situations.

Relative to whether they make more impulse purchases in physical shops or online. It
was found that 10 respondents answered they buy more on impulse in physical shops. They
justified with the fact that: (1) being able to try on the spot; (2) taking the product on the spot;
(3) checking details, which sometimes make them apprehensive during online shopping.
The interviewees stated that they buy more on impulse in physical shops because, in online
shops, there is: (1) lack of personal contact; (2uncertainty in quality; (3) and touch of the
products. On the other hand, 20 of the respondents answered that they have a greater
impulse in online shopping. This impulse results from: (1) greater diversity of products;
(2) the ease with which they are acquired; (3) the comfort of the purchase that is mostly
made at home; (4) the prices practised, as it is possible to use price comparators and find
attractive prices; and (5) promotions exclusive to online. These findings reinforce what was
indicated by Baganzi et al. (2019); Henriques and Barreto (2019); Insley and Nunan (2014);
and Wang et al. (2006).

Regarding the relationship between increased time to evaluate purchases, read blogs
or comments, and their resistance to impulse purchases, 12 of the respondents indicate that
the more time they have to evaluate purchases, the fewer impulse purchases they make.
About flow theory, the results indicate that the “specific feedback” dimension is relevant
for consumers, reducing impulse purchases. On the other hand, the remaining respondents
(18) answered that under no circumstances do they buy on impulse. Therefore, the time
available to evaluate the purchase is not relevant to stop any type of impulse. According to
Luo et al. (2021), Henriques and Barreto (2019), e Insley and Nunan (2014), the evaluation
time protects impulse buying, allows more control over behaviour, and through reading
information about the products, reduces the feeling of regret of impulse buying.

With regard to the valuation of the “shopping cart”, all interviewees consider it
important. They give several reasons: (1) notion of the items purchased: (2) greater control
of the purchase because they have the possibility of eliminating some product before
making the purchase; (3) possibility of saving the purchase and start again on another
day; and (4) possibility of comparing products and their prices. According to Insley and
Nunan (2014), the shopping basket is essential because it allows prioritising purchases and
controlling purchases (quantity).

Finally, it was checked whether the respondents bought from auction websites. Only
two respondents stated that they had already bought from auction websites. Their main
motivation was the diversity of products and the low prices. The remaining 28 interviewees
do not frequent auction websites, nor did they show any curiosity or interest. One of the
interviewees stated that he is not predisposed to enter into competition with other buyers in
order to purchase any product and that he distrusts the reliability of these types of websites.

5. Conclusions
5.1. Main Conclusions

The present study aimed to explore consumer engagement with online retailers
through gamification, the use of game mechanics, and co-creation. Two research questions
were formulated: RQ1. Do Portuguese consumers achieve entertainment experiences when
shopping online? RQ2. How do Portuguese consumers react to the inclusion of game
mechanics in their online retail experiences?
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As main results, it was found that most respondents indicate that they do not consider
online shopping as a substitute for other entertainment activities. Respondents stressed that
in online shopping, the important thing is personal satisfaction and their needs. According
to the Hexad model, these characteristics fit the free spirit gamer, the Bartle model the
explorer and the BrainHex model the seeker.

Respondents indicated that it is not important to do better deals than others, so
they do not consider this variable to be an important aspect of gamification. However,
the interviewees affirmed that online shopping is not a competition where one loses or
wins. The interviewees use some strategies to get the best online purchase: (1) the use
of filters, mainly the upper price limit; (2) doing previous research to look for discounts;
(3) comparing identical products on different websites; (4) selecting the category and
filtering by the cheapest; (5) using price comparison tools; and (6) activating notifications.
Online shopping is positively influenced by brand trust, built on ease of use, quality
service and products, low prices, integrity and consistency. On the other hand, brand
reputation should be made on transparent privacy policies as well as secure and honest
transactions and policies. Respondents, when shopping online, feel various emotions such
as satisfaction, peace, freedom, joy, happiness, enthusiasm, anxiety. These feelings can be
associated with games. Thus, we can state that intrinsic motives are essential in formulating
a gamified strategy (García-Jurado et al. 2021).

Thus, in this study we were found that many of the findings of this study do not
meet the existing literature. First, the interviewed consumers buy the product because
they need to and only do so when they can afford it. In this way, they do not shop to feel
better emotionally; online shopping does not cause changes in their mood or state of mind.
Second, Portuguese online retail consumers do not research or read articles about new
products because they do not follow trends, limiting their searches to the products they
want to buy. Third, online shopping is not seen as a win-lose game but as a need to acquire
a certain product. Fourth, retail purchases made online do not require social approval;
consequently, social circles are not determinants of online consumers’ purchase intention.
Fifth, according to respondents, game elements do not influence online purchases.

Although co-creation is identified in the literature as an important ally for companies,
the results show that Portuguese companies do not use it much because consumers cannot
identify it clearly or understand its advantages. The results indicate that most of the
interviewees do not value the tools that exist on retailers’ websites and that allow them
to create their own product. The results suggest that companies should develop more
gamified co-creation strategies. However, the Portuguese consumers interviewed are
influenced by price promotions, quantity, and time, or when they give their opinions on
websites (elements linked to gamification and co-creation).

5.2. Theoretical Contributions and Implications

This paper contributes to the clarification, deepening and development of the literature
on gamification, game mechanics and co-creation. Many results are disturbing as they do
not agree with the existing literature described above. In this way, it is demonstrated that
the flows of emotions intended to be elicited from online shopping are not being achieved,
and consumers continue to buy because they need the product, as they do in traditional
physical stores, without obtaining psychological benefits. Furthermore, these purchases
do not require social approval. Consequently, they search for information only about the
products they need and not about new trends or new products, which can be an obstacle to
online consumer engagement. Furthermore, online shopping is not understood as a game,
and, as such, game elements introduced in online shopping do not influence online retail
consumption, contrary to what some studies have shown. In addition, it demonstrates
that the results reveal the new impact of the use of gamification on the engagement of
retail consumers.

Regarding the practical implications, consumers, considering what respondents value
in e-commerce, should consider online auctions. Regarding companies in e-commerce, they



Adm. Sci. 2023, 13, 11 13 of 15

should bet on product promotions (low and competitive prices), more sensory experiences,
a more interactive website with virtual assistants. In the case of the clothing industry, in
particular, websites could create possible combinations with the piece the consumer is
searching for. Rewards should also be given to more regular customers, from do to loyal
ones. Gamification can be used as a strategy for building customer loyalty, promoting
positive word-of-mouth, as well as increasing engagement with the item offered (Kim et al.
2020) and consequent brand valuation. Companies have to use gamification associated with
co-creation because consumers have different personalities, so they have to customise their
offers and promotions, they have to let customers get involved in the creation of products
(Högberg et al. 2019). Companies should also take customers’ opinions and feedback into
consideration because, in the end, they are the ones who decide whether or not to purchase
the product or service (Paknejad et al. 2021).

This paper is original because it provides empirical support for the current scarcity
of qualitative studies on gamification and co-creation’s role in online retailing consumer
experience.

5.3. Limitations and Future Research Directions

The results of this article cannot be generalised since the sample is non-probabilistic
and small, not representative of Portuguese consumers who made online purchases in the
last 6 months. The present study only contemplates consumers’ perspectives, recommend-
ing that future studies include the perspective of companies, company employees, company
partners, and company networks. Thus, it is a qualitative research of exploratory nature.
However, it points to several gaps, which may be explored through future quantitative
studies. Future studies should involve a representative sample of Portuguese online con-
sumers. In addition, they must evaluate the added value that game elements can provide to
online retailers. The impacts that auction websites have on retailers should still be analysed,
as, in the present study, consumers do not consider it relevant. Regarding co-creation, this
topic needs to be further explored in the Portuguese context since it seems to be a relatively
recent theme, and the interviewed consumers do not value it.
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