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Objective: This study aimed to examine the impact of gamification marketing
activities on the behavior of Duolingo application users in Iran.
Methodology: The research was applied in nature and employed a descriptive-
survey method. The statistical population included Duolingo users in Iran, and
sampling was conducted through simple random sampling. Data were collected
via a standardized questionnaire with a Cronbach’s alpha of 0.91. The analysis
was conducted using confirmatory factor analysis and structural equation
modeling (SEM) with SPSS 24 and PLS3 software.

Findings: Gamification marketing activities significantly influenced users’
hedonic and utilitarian values. Both types of perceived value positively
affected customer satisfaction, which in turn enhanced brand love. Brand love
was found to have significant positive effects on brand loyalty, positive word-
of-mouth, and resistance to negative information.

Conclusion: The results suggest that effective implementation of gamification
marketing can meaningfully influence user attitudes and behaviors, foster
loyalty, and increase brand value. Gamification should thus be considered a
strategic tool in digital marketing.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
Introduction

In today’s hypercompetitive digital environment, businesses are increasingly turning to novel
marketing techniques to attract and retain customers, foster emotional bonds, and cultivate lasting loyalty.
One such approach, gamification, has gained significant attention due to its potential to transform user
engagement by integrating game-design elements into non-gaming contexts such as digital marketing and
education. Gamification capitalizes on human psychological drives—such as achievement, competition,
and recognition—to motivate user behaviors and enhance brand interactions (Basaran, 2022). Through
playful interaction and rewards, gamification bridges the gap between entertainment and functional user
experience, offering a dynamic pathway to improve consumer satisfaction and brand loyalty (Hofacker et
al., 2016).

Recent scholarship has emphasized the multifaceted role of gamification in influencing user
behavior in marketing settings. Gamified experiences are found to significantly enhance users’ perceived
hedonic (pleasure-based) and utilitarian (goal-oriented) values, which in turn influence emotional
connections with brands and behavioral intentions such as loyalty and positive word-of-mouth (Hsu &
Chen, 2018). For instance, gamification has been proven to not only improve purchase behavior but also
foster brand love by providing satisfying and immersive consumer experiences (Barari, 2024; Tsou, 2023).
As such, the use of gamified strategies within digital platforms—especially educational applications like
Duolingo—has become a pertinent area of inquiry.

Gamification’s influence is further amplified when aligned with neuromarketing strategies,
engaging users at both cognitive and emotional levels (Behl et al., 2023). Moreover, in mobile and app-
based environments, gamified systems contribute substantially to enhancing brand engagement by
embedding motivational triggers such as progress tracking, rewards, and leaderboards (Kusumawardani et
al., 2023). Despite its rising adoption, there remains a notable gap in understanding how gamification
strategies translate into real behavioral outcomes, particularly in education-focused platforms in non-
Western contexts. This study addresses that gap by examining how gamification marketing activities
influence user behavior on the Duolingo app among Iranian users, focusing specifically on the mediating
roles of hedonic and utilitarian values, customer satisfaction, and brand love.

Prior works highlight that users’ cognitive evaluation of a gamified experience—including how
enjoyable or helpful it is—plays a central role in determining their level of brand commitment and
advocacy (Justin & Joy, 2022; Yang et al., 2017). Consumers who derive both fun and functionality from
gamified systems are more likely to develop emotional connections with the brand and remain loyal
despite negative brand information or competing alternatives (Loureiro et al., 2020). This behavioral
outcome is not only limited to the retail space but extends to digital education tools, where gamified
features such as badges, challenges, and virtual rewards are strategically employed to sustain user
engagement (Mulcahy et al., 2021).

Additionally, gamification strategies designed with attention to user culture, behavior, and digital
expectations tend to outperform generic approaches (Girdauskiene, 2022; Mok, 2024). However, critics
argue that in certain socio-economic or political contexts, gamification’s persuasive power may face
limitations, especially when users are less responsive to competitive mechanisms or extrinsic incentives



(Ndi, 2018). Hence, empirical research contextualized in specific cultures—such as Iran—is necessary to
provide more grounded insights into the dynamics of gamification in digital marketing (Noorbehbahani et
al., 2019). This study aimed to examine the impact of gamification marketing activities on the behavior of
Duolingo application users in Iran.

Methodology

This study employed an applied and descriptive-survey research design. The statistical population
consisted of Duolingo users in Iran, with data collected via simple random sampling. A total of 395
complete and valid responses were obtained through an online questionnaire. The research instrument
included a standardized Likert-scale questionnaire with verified reliability (Cronbach’s alpha = 0.91).
Data were analyzed using Confirmatory Factor Analysis (CFA) and Structural Equation Modeling (SEM)
via SPSS 24 and SmartPLS 3. The theoretical model was adapted from Hsu and Chen (2018),
incorporating constructs such as gamification experience, hedonic and utilitarian values, satisfaction,
brand love, and behavioral outcomes.

Findings

The analysis revealed that gamification marketing activities had a strong and statistically
significant positive effect on both hedonic and utilitarian value perceptions among Duolingo users. These
values, in turn, significantly influenced users’ satisfaction with the app. Higher levels of satisfaction were
associated with greater brand love, suggesting a cascading relationship from gamification to brand
affection.

Further, the study found that both hedonic and utilitarian values had direct and significant impacts
on users' love for the Duolingo brand. Brand love itself emerged as a critical predictor of three key
behavioral outcomes: brand loyalty, positive word-of-mouth, and resistance to negative brand
information. Users who felt emotionally attached to the brand were more likely to defend it, speak
positively about it, and continue using it consistently.

All ten hypothesized relationships were supported by the statistical tests, with t-values exceeding
the 1.96 threshold for significance. Model fit indicators confirmed the robustness and reliability of the
theoretical model. Demographic analyses also indicated that the majority of active users were female,
aged between 30 and 49, and held at least a master’s degree—suggesting a mature and educated user base
that may be particularly responsive to gamified learning environments.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings of this study affirm the growing body of literature that underscores the transformative
impact of gamification on user behavior in digital environments. By enhancing both pleasure and purpose
in user experiences, gamification effectively elevates perceived value, which drives customer satisfaction
and emotional engagement with brands. These results echo previous studies that emphasize the dual-
pathway influence of hedonic and utilitarian perceptions on consumer attitudes and behaviors.

The confirmation of brand love as a powerful mediator between gamified experiences and
behavioral outcomes is particularly significant. This supports the argument that emotional resonance with
a brand is not merely a consequence of product quality or utility but also of the experiences and values
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users associate with their interactions. In gamified environments, these associations are often intensified
due to the immersive and interactive nature of the system.

Moreover, the study’s findings have strong implications for digital education platforms. As seen
in Duolingo’s case, integrating well-designed gamification elements can enhance user satisfaction and
build long-term brand equity. In an era where user attention is fragmented and competition is intense, such
strategies provide a critical competitive advantage. Furthermore, resistance to negative information—one
of the behavioral consequences examined—shows how deeply gamified experiences can shape consumer
perceptions and foster brand defense mechanisms.

In summary, this research highlights the strategic importance of gamification in digital marketing,
particularly in education-oriented applications. It demonstrates that beyond immediate engagement,
gamification can build lasting emotional connections and influence post-use behaviors. While
gamification is not a universal solution and must be tailored to specific user segments and cultural
contexts, its thoughtful application offers a powerful tool for driving meaningful and measurable
marketing outcomes.
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