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Crowdsourcing innovation and product
development: Gamification as a motivational driver

Maya Kavaliova?, Farzad Virjee?, Natalia Maehle** and Ingeborg Astrid Kleppe*

Abstract: Crowdsourcing—outsourcing a job to external contributors through an open
call—has become an important part of innovation process and product development.
However, many crowdsourcing initiatives fail due to low engagement and participation.
In the current paper, we aim to explore how companies can employ gamification—
game elements and design techniques—to motivate contributions to a crowdsourcing
project. Based on an exploratory case study of Threadless, a web-based apparel store,
we propose implications that can assist companies in leveraging global capabilities

for new product development. Threadless employs game thinking through a wide
array of game elements and game mechanics including challenges, achievements,
countdowns, discovery, points, reward schedules, and status. Our analysis shows that
consumers are fun seekers. They will carry out activities without expecting anything in
return, if they perceive it as being fun. Moreover, companies should openly acknowl-
edge consumers’ contributions and give them recognition by using flexible reward
system, statuses, and challenges. Despite the importance of extrinsic rewards, it is also
essential to realize that intrinsic factors are crucial for maintaining consumers’ contin-
ued engagement and therefore we strongly recommend companies to build a strong
virtual brand community around their crowdsourcing projects.
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PUBLIC INTEREST STATEMENT

With the rise of Web 2.0 technologies and social
media, many companies have started to outsource
innovation activities and product development to
external contributors (e.g. consumers) through an
open call, so-called crowdsourcing. The problem
is that crowdsourcing initiatives often fail due

to low engagement. This paper uses a case of
Threadless, a web-based apparel store, to show
how companies can employ gamification—game
elements and design—to address this issue. Our
findings demonstrate the effectiveness of using
challenges, achievements, points, rewards, and
status to increase consumers’ engagement in
crowdsourcing projects. For example, Threadless’
point mechanism of voting and challenges

has resulted in thousands of submissions from
across the globe and has significantly boosted
consumers’ creativity. Many consumers also
recognize monetary rewards in the form of
money and gifts as a strong motivational driver.
In addition, consumers are motivated by status
game mechanics giving them recognition for their
achievements.
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1. Introduction

The rise of Web 2.0 technologies and social media has changed the company’s management prac-
tice concerning innovation processes and product development. As a result, firms have started shift-
ing from the traditional business models of “closed service innovation”, where value is generated
internally by the employees, towards “open service innovation”, where value is generated by both
internal and external innovators (Chesbrough, 2003). This makes crowdsourcing—the act of out-
sourcing a job to an undefined group of external contributors through an open call (Howe, 2006)—
an important source for innovation. The collaborative and competitive nature of crowdsourcing
enables companies to identify, access, assimilate, and leverage the abundant knowledge, skills and
resources that exist beyond their own borders (Neyer, Bullinger, & Moeslein, 2009; Whitla, 2009).
Moreover, the company benefits from increased cost savings since monetary rewards are rare Howe,
2006). Involving consumers in product development also allows the firms to ensure that they inno-
vate in line with consumer demands (Khurana & Rosenthal, 1997).

However, getting consumers engaged with one’s brand has become extremely challenging due to
the rising competition. Low development costs and abundance of the virtual platforms have led to a
large number of underperforming and under populated communities that fail to achieve critical
mass for problem-solving. Many crowdsourcing initiatives fail due to low consumer engagement and
participation (McGonigal, 2011). As the CEO of Cambrian House, an unsuccessful crowdsourced plat-
form, Michael Sikorsky stated; “the wisdom of crowds worked well in the model, but it was our par-
ticipation of crowd aspect which broke down” (Techcrunch, 2008).

Recently, gamification has gained popularity among practitioners and scholars as a tool to moti-
vate, engage, increase user activity, and retain consumers in a particular brand or community
(Deterding, Dixon, Khaled, & Nacke, 2011). Gamification can be defined as using game elements and
design techniques in a non-game setting (Werbach & Hunter, 2012). Research shows that online
communities greatly benefit from implementation of gamification, often with the end-goal of shap-
ing the user behavior (Deterding et al., 2011; Hamari & Koivisto, 2013; Zichermann & Cunningham,
2011). Games have proven to solve challenges such as consumer activation, inability to gain critical
mass, and thin participation (McGonigal, 2011). Given the crowdsourcing challenges discussed
above, we aim to investigate how to harness the wisdom of the crowd using gamification
strategies.

Consumer motivations for co-creation are studied in the literature (Brabham, 2010; Fiiller, 2010;
Franke & Shah, 2003; Lakhani, Jeppesen, Lohse, & Panetta, 2007), but limited research focuses on
the use of gamification as a motivational driver. Research suggests that gamification can drive the
actions through game mechanics and dynamics both in games and gamified environments (e.g.
Fang & Zhao, 2010; Yee, 2006; Zichermann & Cunningham, 2011). However, we cannot find any
studies on gamified crowdsourcing to date. To cover this gap, the current study focuses on exploring
how companies employ gamification strategies to motivate contributions to a crowdsourcing pro-
ject. We also aim to contribute to the limited existing knowledge on motivational triggers driving
consumer involvement in crowdsourcing. The underlying intrinsic and extrinsic drivers of consumer
participation and their interplay with the mechanics and dynamics of gamification form the basis for
our investigation. Due to the limited research in this direction and lack of available macro data, we
choose a case-study approach. We use a case of Threadless.com (referred to as Threadless from
hereon), an exemplary crowdsourcing web-based apparel store. We explore Threadless’ gamifica-
tion strategies from a managerial standpoint, and complement it with a netnographic analysis of
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Threadless online community. The Threadless case was used in the earlier studies (e.g. Brabham,
2008); however, the motivational factors based on gamification elements were not considered
before.

As a result, we provide recommendations for companies on how to facilitate consumer participa-
tion with the use of gamification. Highlighting the triggers that drive consumer participation in vir-
tual communities is crucial for companies aspiring to create successful crowdsourced communities
and promote their co-creation endeavors.

2. Theoretical background

2.1. Crowdsourcing

Crowdsourcing is a new form of business organization, where consumers’ online leisure activities
transfer into productive labor harnessed as a free resource for the benefit of the industry (Kozinets,
Hemetsberger, & Schau, 2008). Advantages of the wisdom of the crowd includes reaching a larger
pool of talents for problem-solving, overcoming local search bias, and exploiting complementary
external knowledge (Howe, 2006). In contrast to open source and commons-based peer production,
crowdsourcing is sponsored and managed by the organization, which issues the task, creates incen-
tives for crowd participation, assesses the results, and emerges in mass fabrication (Brabham, 2008;
Howe, 2009).

A crowdsourcing project is a special case of brand community where members collaborate in a
virtual space. Online brand communities are non-geographically bound communities where admir-
ers of a brand share a sense of belonging to something larger than their individual self. A brand
community is confirmed and evolves through the enactment of community rituals and traditions,
and members’ sense of moral responsibility to keep the community thriving (Muniz & 0’Guinn, 2001).
Some additional characteristics of virtual community also apply to crowdsourcing projects. First,
virtual communities structure around distinct interests that provide its reason for existence (Bagozzi
& Dholakia, 2002). Second, virtual community members feel a bond towards their fellow community
members and a sense of separation from non-community members that encourages the members
to regular visits in the community (Wellman & Gulia, 1999). Third, member interaction in virtual com-
munities cultivates norms of interactions, creates community jargons, maintains social roles, estab-
lishes boundaries, and shows commitment to community goals (Bagozzi & Dholakia, 2002). In sum,
active member participation is the source for the formation and continuation of virtual communities
(Arnould, Price, & Malshe, 2006). Crowdsourcing projects comprise all the above attributes and
therefore qualify to be studied as crowdsourcing community projects. However, crowdsourcing com-
munity projects have one distinct characteristic that places them in a particular category of brand
communities. Crowdsourcing projects are created, hosted, and maintained by corporations with the
explicit purpose of generating profit for the company (Brabham, 2013). Hence, the challenge for the
crowdsourcing company is to mobilize community dynamics and collective identities necessary for
membership engagement, collaboration, and co-creation.

The development of technology has made it easy and cheap to develop a crowdsourcing platform
(Ahmad, Battle, Malkani, & Kamvar, 2011). Nevertheless, there are some challenges that negatively
affect its sustainability and productivity. McGonigal (2011) claims that participatory fun networks
are more rewarding for their members compared to serious ones (e.g. crowdsourcing), and tend to
absorb the majority in online engagement. Moreover, serious crowdsourcing projects have thin par-
ticipation spread due to the overwhelming number of requests to join collaborations; about 200
million requests for participation in crowdsourcing initiatives strive to involve the 1,7 billion of online
crowd, making it 8,5 persons per request (McGonigal, 2011). Therefore, solving the challenges asso-
ciated with user motivation and online engagement becomes crucial for harnessing the wisdom of
the crowd, and ensuring the sustainability of crowdsourcing projects.
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2.2. Consumer motivations for community participation

Self-determination theory suggests that leisure activities such as virtual co-creation can be a func-
tion of two types of consumer motivations, namely intrinsic and extrinsic motivations (Guay,
Vallerand, & Blanchard, 2000). Intrinsically motivated consumers perform the activity for their own
sake and prefer experiential-oriented behaviors (Gagné & Deci, 2005). Intrinsic motivation fuels per-
sistent contribution to the community, engagement, fun, genuine interest in the medium and the
content, less intentional and selective orientation, time filling and recreational activity, and hedonic
gratification (Filler, 2010). In contrast, extrinsically motivated consumers perform an activity as a
means to achieve some separable objective or personal benefits (Wong-On-Wing, Guo, & Lui, 2010).
Such behaviors are characterized by situational involvement, selective and intentional engagement,
cognition, and by interest in content, work, and utilitarian benefits (Hoffman & Novak, 2009). Extrinsic
motivations stimulate a person for an action, while rewards and goals reinforce the behavior (Porter,
1970). However, some extrinsic motivations can be internalized and therefore lead to active per-
sonal commitment. In this case, a person accepts the value or utility of a task and the extrinsic goal
becomes self-endorsed and thus adopted with a sense of volition (Deci & Ryan, 2000). In online
communities, intrinsic motivation dominates, while extrinsic rewards are usually limited to small
monetary prizes or social rewards such as a positive reputation in the community (Dahlander &
Magnusson, 2005; Hertel, Niedner, & Herrmann, 2003; Shah, 2006).

Based on the rich body of motivation research available in related fields such as user innovation
(Franke & Shah, 2003) and consumer creativity (Dahl & Moreau, 2007), Fiiller (2010) identified 10
motive categories that explain why consumers get involved in virtual co-creation. These categories
are playful task, curiosity, altruism-community support, making friends, self-efficacy, information
seeking, skill development, recognition-visibility, personal need-dissatisfaction, and compensation-
monetary reward (Fller, 2010). Brabham (2008) argues that the desire to earn money, develop
one’s creative skills, and networking outranked other altruistic motivations, while Lakhani et al.
(2007) emphasizes the importance of the enjoyment of problem-solving, its complexity, utilizing the
free time, and the financial reward. The previous research on the Threadless community has re-
vealed drivers such as the opportunity to make money, to improve creative skills and for eventual
freelance design work, addiction, and the love for the community (Brabham, 2008).

In practice, it is generally a combination of several intrinsic and extrinsic motives that encourage
contributors to get involved in content creation activities. For instance, there might be some mem-
bers that are primarily motivated by ideological reasons, whereas others might be motivated by
community affiliation or skill development (Fiiller, 2010). Furthermore, a consumer’s motivation for
participation in an online community can change overtime, from extrinsic motivation through the
value from one’s own use of developed solution to intrinsic motivation from enjoyment and fun in
the long run (Shah, 2006).

2.3. Gamification

A common definition of gamification embraces the concept of using game elements and design
techniques in a non-game setting, often with the end-goal of shaping the user behavior (Deterding
et al., 2011; Hamari & Koivisto, 2013; Zichermann & Cunningham, 2011). From a service marketing
perspective, Huotari and Hamari (2012) place the emphasis on the experiential nature of gamifica-
tion, defining it as a process of reinforcing a service with affordances for gameful experiences in or-
der to support consumer’s value creation. The latter definition highlights that the effect on retention
and customer loyalty cannot be achieved merely by the means of game elements but rather en-
gagement in gameful experiences should be present (Huotari & Hamari, 2012).

Gamification derives from motivational principles of games such as explicit goal, rules, feedback
system, and voluntary participation (McGonigal, 2011). A goal is a specific outcome a player works to
achieve which gives him a sense of purpose. Rules set limitations, which unleash creativity and fos-
ter strategic thinking. Feedback systems inform how close the player is to achieving the goal so as to
persuade the gamer that the goal is achievable and motivates the gamer to keep playing. Voluntary
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Figure 1. Connection between
game mechanics and dynamics.

Source: Adopted from PWC

(2012).
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participation ensures that everyone knows and accepts the goal, rules, and feedback. While this
knowledge gives common ground for various people to play, freedom makes the game a pleasurable
experience.

LeBlanc, Hunicke, and Zubek (2004) devised a game design framework introducing three main
components of a good game: mechanics, dynamics, and aesthetics. The terms game mechanics and
game (design) elements in the literature are often used interchangeably. Game mechanics includes
rules, imperatives, and procedures supported by technology that governs the performance through
a system of incentives, feedback, and rewards. They often have a predictable outcome, and are
sometimes so obvious that they executed as a behavioral reflex (Wu, 2011). Game dynamics are the
players’ interactions with game mechanics, representing communication between the game and
the player (LeBlanc et al., 2004). Thus, game dynamics and mechanics are interconnected in the way
depicted in Figure 1.

2.4. Motivations for game participation

A study performed on 1,000 video game players by Fang and Zhao (2010) concludes that the chal-
lenge of the task, competition with other users, diversion with the game from responsibilities or
stress, social interactions, emotion stimulus through game play, and fantasy in doing extraordinary
things are the major gratification factors (Fang & Zhao, 2010). According to McGonigal (2011), games
provide players with voluntary obstacles, which allow them to use their personal strengths that they
cannot use in real life. By performing different types of work, gamers achieve “hard fun,” giving them
positive stress experience. Moreover, gameplay gives optimistic sense of own capabilities and invig-
orating rush of activity, which makes games addictive. Fiero—a feeling of triumph over adversity—is
another element that makes games appealing.

Feeling of happiness is one of the main reasons why games induce intrinsic motivation (McGonigal,
2011). This phenomenon is an example of flow, a concept developed by an American psychologist
Mihdly Csikszentmihdlyi. According to Csikszentmihdlyi (1990), “flow” is the mental state of opera-
tion in which a person performing an activity is fully immersed in a feeling of energized focus, full
involvement, and enjoyment in the process of the activity. The following conditions should be met in
order to achieve a flow state: (1) An activity should have a clear set of goals that adds direction and
structure to the task; (2) One should get clear and immediate feedback for his/her progress on the
activity allowing to adjust the performance and maintain the flow state; (3) It should be a good
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balance between the perceived challenges of the activity and one’s own perceived skills
(Csikszentmihdlyi, Abuhamdeh, & Nakamura, 2005).

Csikszentmihdlyi (1990) argues that everyday life lacks flow, while games are high in flow due to
their special characteristics. All games have a goal that gives the whole activity a purpose and
meaning. Games have also a set of specific rules that limit what players can do to achieve a goal,
and therefore require more creativity and strategic thinking. While in the game, players get constant
feedback (e.g. points, levels, progress bar) showing how close they are to achieve their goals. This
feedback makes goal achievement more realistic by showing gradual improvement and motivates
to play further. Finally, games are voluntary, which supports sense of security and pleasure. All of
these game dynamics can stimulate players to move into a flow state.

Bartle (in Sempere, 2009) classifies players of multiplayer online games into four distinct catego-
ries based on their preferences or what drives their behavior. These categories feature gaming per-
sonalities such as the achiever, explorer, socializer, and killer. The personality types are affected by
different game dynamics, and are mutually inclusive, implying that an average player can carry
characteristics of all these types (Zichermann & Cunningham, 2011). In response to Bartle’s findings,
Yee (2006) identifies 10 motivational components grouped into three components, namely achieve-
ment, social interaction, and immersion. The achievement component embraces the desire for rapid
power and in-game wealth acquisition and progress (advancement), interest in existing riles and
system to optimize the performance (mechanics), and the urge to challenge others (competition).
Social components are predominantly concerned with helping and chatting with other gamers (so-
cializing), building long-term connections with them (relationships), and enjoying being a part of the
team (team work). Finally, in terms of immersion such factors as exploring and finding things (dis-
covery), role-playing, character’s appearance customization (customization), and escape from real-
life problems (escapism) appeared significant. The results of Yee’s (2006) findings largely coincide
with Goh and Lee’s (2011) study of 7,000 players of EverQuest, a Massively-Multiplayer Online Role
Playing Game. The latter also highlighted that players often find games addictive and stay motivat-
ed by achieving high scores.

3. Methodology

We use an exploratory single case-study approach to understand a successful real-world crowd-
sourcing phenomenon and couple it with netnography as the method of analysis (Kozinets, 2002).
The case-study method allows us to observe and explore individuals and organizations, through
complex interventions, relationships, and communities (Baxter & Jack, 2008). The “what, how and
why” nature of our research questions drives our choice of an exploratory single-case (holistic) study
design, which is used to explore those situations where the intervention being evaluated has no
clear, single set of outcomes (Yin, 2003). Furthermore, Yin (2009) suggests that a single-case design
should be preferred over multiple-case design when the case under consideration is a representative
or typical case, which Threadless is.

3.1. Case: Threadless

Threadless is an online apparel company that crowdsources the designs and produces apparel
based on its members’ feedback. It is based in Chicago and was founded in 2000 by Jake Nickell and
Jacob DeHart. Part apparel maker and part social network, Threadless has a website where members
share their T-shirt design concepts and have them voted on by a community of followers every week.
After one week of voting, the top-scoring designs are reviewed and graded. Based on the community
feedback and the subsequent average score, the top 10 designs are selected each week for printing
on apparel. These products are then made available worldwide, through online store, as well as
through retail store in Chicago. As a token of their outstanding designs, the designers receive
Threadless gift card, varying amount of cash and other competition specific rewards for their printed
work, along with the opportunity of winning numerous awards. Threadless holds the rights to the
design on clothing; however, the designers retain the rights to their designs on all other apparel.
Threadless community also represents an excellent case of using gamification for consumer
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engagement as it employs game thinking through a wide array of game elements and game me-
chanics. As a result of their successful community-centered business model, Threadless having
never produced unsold t-shirts, and has generated more than $ 17,000,000 in annual sales with a
35% profit margin and a rapidly growing community (Menichinelli, 2012).

3.2. Netnography

We adopted Kozinets (2009) netnographic research technique in order to derive meanings from user
posts and comments on the Threadless community. Netnography uses internet-optimized ethno-
graphic research methodology to study the social context over the web (Bartl, 2009), and allows lis-
tening to what the consumers are saying within their natural settings and extracting meaningful
information from their online participation. Consumer motivations for participating in crowdsourcing
have been primarily studied through questionnaires and interviews (Brabham, 2008; Cova & Pace,
2006; Muniz & Schau, 2005). However, the answers from consumers during an interview can be biased
due to several reasons including unconscious motivations and social sensitivity (Prisacaru, 2012).

We followed the five steps suggested by Kozinets (2009), including making cultural entrée, gather-
ing data, ensuring trustworthy analysis and interpretation, conducting ethical standards, and pro-
viding opportunities for culture member feedback. We used the “Blogs” section on the Threadless
community as the main source of data collection, since this section acts as the message board on
the community. Our participation within this section lasted from February to November 2013, and
was kept at a purely observational level. During these months, we went through countless member
ideas, blogs, posts, and comments. The emphasis was kept on rich and descriptive member posts
that offered sufficient insights into the member motivations for participation. Moreover, we wrote
reflective field notes in-order to enhance our analytical depth and insight into interpreting member
posts. These field notes assisted us with capturing our observations, feelings, and emotions while
collecting data from the community. For the purpose of saving web clippings of member posts and
storing reflective field notes, we made use of a free program called “Skitch.” This program signifi-
cantly assisted us in listing, organizing, and storing countless member posts, and our own thoughts
and feelings while collecting these posts from the community’s message board.

4. Analysis

4.1. Gamification strategies at Threadless—Company perspective

Threadless has gamified crowdsourcing through incorporating game thinking in its platform. Over
the years, the Threadless staff has actively induced various game mechanics such as challenges,
achievements, bonuses, countdowns, discovery, points, reward schedules, and status on the com-
munity, which encourage consumer participation. The resulting game dynamics, in the form of
member participation motives vary ranging from intrinsic playful tasks to extrinsic compensation
and reward seeking.

4.1.1. Onboarding

Through a very creative onboarding how-to video for the new comers, Threadless has transformed
the process of submitting a design into a game. The video highlights the necessary “steps for earning
fame and fortune at Threadless and beyond” (Threadless, 2013). Threadless community is intro-
duced as a place where members share, discuss, and promote their designs, along with interacting
and meeting new artists. Everyone on Threadless can give a score for the designs and share their
voice in the development of the product. All members are encouraged to interact with their fellow
members and give constructive feedback to their work. In essence, the process of idea creation is
not just positioned as a means to gain financial rewards, but rather showcased as a fun-filled pro-
cess leading to social interactions.
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4.1.2. Community challenges

Threadless actively uses game mechanics of challenges to host design competitions and choose
which design to produce. The challenges vary from open-ended Threadless run challenges, to mem-
ber initiated competitions.

The first type of design competitions hosted by the Threadless staff—“Threadless design chal-
lenge”—is an ongoing competition, where each submitted design receives 7 days of community
voting, from the moment it is approved by the staff. Monetary rewards (ranging from $250 to $2,000)
and royalties (ranging between 3 and 20%) are offered to the artists, based on what the design is
printed on. The competition is published on the challenge page and is a general competition, open
to all, and meant to attract all appropriate designs without any restrictions. The members are en-
couraged to let their imagination flow and submit their art works, which makes them feeling like a
part of the company.

The second type of competitions hosted by Threadless—“Themed challenges”—revolves around a
particular theme to inspire designs that members would not have thought of otherwise, e.g. 90s Pop
culture, The Simpsons, Music for Relief, WWF, etc. Moreover, Threadless often partners with another
company to design a challenge for its members, e.g. “Threadless + Sony: Your soundtrack,”
“Threadless + GAP Worn-In,” and “Path + Threadless.” Based on the rules outlined in the challenge
description, the winner of the competition receives cash prize, a gift certificate from Threadless, and
a giveaway from the partner company. Moreover, some competitions such as “Threadless + Spider-
Man” are designed to promote collaboration amongst the members by awarding cash prize for artist
collaboration.

The “Community design challenges” are run by the members of the community who layout the
challenge rules and the awards for the winner. “Threadwars” amongst others are a series of commu-
nity-led design competitions that have become immensely popular amongst the members. By al-
lowing the members to create their own design competitions, Threadless reaffirms their high value
for the company. Moreover, such member-led challenges highlight how involved the members are
within the community. In addition to actively participating in the competition, some members re-
spond to the open donation call for the winners, by giving something that belongs to them, e.g. self-
made art prints, poster prints, iPhone cases, t-shirts, and much more.

4.1.3. Community structure and continuity

Threadless uses the point-based scoring game mechanic to introduce excitement and competitive-
ness. It applies a five-point scoring scale for rating the designs, where 1 is the worst and 5 is the best.
This scale remains the same across Threadless, irrespective of the type of challenge. In addition, two
types of countdown mechanics are used in which the members are only given a certain amount of
time to do something. The first one is based on the challenge time frame, which is usually a window
of 3 weeks for each competition hosted by Threadless. The only exception is the “Threadless design
challenge,” which is an ongoing competition. The second countdown mechanic is based on the time
limit given to each member submission for being voted by the community (a period of 7 days).
However, if the submitted design receives a low score within the first 24 hours of the submission, the
design is dropped from the race. This is done to keep the number of submissions manageable and
works as an indicator for the artist to rework on the design.

Threadless also uses bonus game mechanics where it rewards its members for having completed
a specific task. Usually these bonuses are embedded in ongoing competitions and offer monetary
and non-monetary rewards. For instance, the Threadless design challenge offers bonus points if the
artists display their design on more than one type of product. Whereas in a separate Love design
challenge, $200 gift code was given to the winner recreating a Threadless design within Minecraft
challenge.
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The status game mechanic is employed to showcase the contribution of each individual member
to the community. Every member has a user profile on the website, showing his name, duration of
the community membership, total number of submissions this member scored, average score given,
and number of submissions that resulted in getting printed. This creates a virtual status of the mem-
ber within the community. Once a design gets printed, the member gains alumni status that adds
more value to his feedback and comments on the forum. In addition to that, Threadless uses access
game mechanics by having a forum sector open only to alumnus. These status mechanics work give
each member a snapshot of their work, and motivate them to progress and improve their ratio of
submitted vs. printed designs.

Moreover, Threadless all the time expresses its appreciation to their members. Each month they
add one artist to its “Made” showcase, as a gesture of appreciation for all their good work. The main
page features the top design by the artist, the name, and the country of origin. The details present
the interests of the artists and their design submissions. Featuring a member as an artist makes him/
her feel more like a celebrity. Apart from the appealing rewards that are offered to the competition
winners, Threadless gives “Bestee Awards” to its members for their overall contribution to the com-
munity. The awards include various honors such as Design of the Year, People’s Choice Design of the
Year, Blogger of the Year, Collaboration of the Year, Slogan of the Year, and Scorer of the Year. These
titles are not just popular on the Threadless community; the artists use them on other platforms as
well. In addition, Threadless also awards “Mini-Bestee Awards” which are not as high in status as
Bestees awards but are nevertheless excellent game mechanics used by Threadless, e.g. Most likely
to take selfies, Best unprinted artist, Biggest Threadfan, Newcomer of the Year. These awards pre-
sent a virtual and physical representation of achievement and are highly cherished by the members.
It also allows the award winners to brag about their achievements and adds challenge to the
experience.

4.2. Consumer community interactions—Consumer perspective

In this section, we present the analysis of the consumer conversations in the Threadless community
where we relate consumer’s motivations to participate in product development and crowdsourcing
to Threadless gamification initiatives. The discussion is organized according to the following types of
motivation: intrinsic, internalized extrinsic, and extrinsic.

4.2.1. Intrinsic motivations

4.2.1.1. Intrinsic playful task. A number of threads in user conversations contained words such
as “fun” or “interesting and exciting” referring to the pleasure of art creation. The perception of
hard artistic work as an enjoyable activity relates to a state of “hard fun” described by McGonigal
(2011) as typical to games. Designers feel happier by playing the “Threadless game” rather
than just relaxing (McGonigal, 2011). We observe that by emerging in design activities and hav-
ing “hard fun”, members experience blissful productivity dynamics (i.e. a sense of accomplish-
ment; McGonigal, 2011), which keeps them involved in co-creation. In addition, an opportunity
to explore, see, and buy interesting designs is perceived as fun. This excitement follows many
submitted designs or readymade prints and is represented by reoccurring expressions such as
“love this design,” “enjoy,” etc. (see, Table 1 for more examples of consumer reactions).

4.2.1.2. Curiosity—Exploration—Arousal seeking. Curiosity—exploration—arousal seeking mo-
tivational factor can be observed in the form of seeking inspiration (Yee, 2006; Fiiller, 2010). It
can take many forms, e.g. discovering new styles, trying them out, application of new artistic
tools. Design challenges have proven to work as an inspirational trigger. There are many mem-
ber posts on the forum highlighting this feature (see, Table 1 for an example). The desire to
excel in challenge and achieve something helps the artist to explore new sides of their creativ-
ity. Moreover, inspiration does not only derive from artworks but also from other community
members that can become real-life role models (see Table 1).
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Table 1. Examples of consumer motivations

Type of motivation

Undermining
motivations

Examples

Intrinsic

Intrinsic playful task

Hard fun and blissful
productivity

I may not know the technicalities of artwork, but this was such a fun ride to go through
this new work! Waiting for more updates! This is going to be rad! (ourgraphicfaith).

Fun of exploration

I love designs like this designs that really make you think at what you are looking at
and wonder (nemrawesome).

Curiosity—exploration—
arousal seeking

Professional develop-
ment from the work of
others

There’s a lot of inspiration to take in; I have grown as an artist because of Threadless
(fourLTRS).

Design challenges are
inspirational triggers

[ create designs with or without Threadless, it’s a useful platform though. I think it can
be inspiring to think that other people will see your work though. Sometimes the chal-
lenges might inspire me to make something that I might not have made (ThomasOr-
row).

Real-life inspiration
from non-designing
activity

You are a true warrior, OlliRudi. You have inspired my life (olie!).

Addiction

Scheduled participation

So much wholesome goodness here. I look forward to this every week (Musarter).

Lifetime goals shaped
around the community
participation

THREADLESS LIFETIME GOALS:[x] - Get printed.[x] - Get a challenge-winning print. [...]
[-] - Win a Bestee award.[-] - Become a Threadless MADE artist (kuro_te).

Internalized
extrinsic
motivations

Achievements—chal-
lenge—self efficacy

Score and skill improve-
ment

I made this just for fun, and just to encourage my growth as an artist in here :) There
are some quite complex calculations behind: everything is based on what happens
here! Number of subs, scores, prints, etc., all this stuff contributes to the development
of my stats (gebe).

Urgent optimism

Dl risk the deep water and keep submitting. how else will we find the bugs? (biotwist).

Achievement of devel-
oping skills, rather than
printing

I'm working hard to be up there with you guys one day. On another note, I design for a
bedlinen company that sells to major retailers across the country. Every now and then
I sit in on the meetings where they talk numbers and ROI and what they’re looking

for next quarter etc... I'm not saying that this is how Threadless picks what they print,
just that I understand more now why certain designs might get picked while other
incredible designs get looked over. It all comes down to what they think will actually
sell (melmike).

Challenge oneself

I think I do it to progress as an artist, to get an (unbiased) opinion of my work, to see
new and various art and be inspired by it, to laugh and to cry together with a commu-
nity of designers, to challenge myself and take me out of my (artist) comfort zone. And
maybe also to get a print and make some cash (Mantichore).

Competitive personality

But I really want to become a better designer and artist and there is no better way to
do that than to put yourself up against the best that there is! (phraze).

Recognition—uvisibility

Sharing artwork and
emotions, visibility

I just love the though(t) of someone else going around and talking about how much
they love something I created. It would mean that I've shared the enjoyment I had
while making it! (tylerbramer).

Self-promotion

Promote your design here, i will help you score and comment your design *-*Post your
links below i will help you comment and vote 5555. Give me your love if you're free
(Wilfur).

Relationships building
and consciousness of
kind

Idea sharing and
interactions

All about the people. I've been a member for 4 years or something, but I've only
started actively participating in the last handful of months. I wish I'd have been at it
the whole time. [...] but primarily it’s a place to bounce ideas off people and enjoy the
work and sensibilities of others, for me (foodstampdavis).

Private relationship
creation

[...]JAnother obvious amazing memories is meeting a lot of great artists like Madcobra,
v.calahan, kooky love, RAULIO, gebe, theo86, and lots more, which i’d love to name.
And of course the PRINTS I’'ve had thanks again eveyone and Threadless for the prints
(goliath72).

Escapism

Escape from real-life
problems

I can honestly say that threadless has been a major part of my life over the past

18 months. Things have been a little up and down of late, but like the redundant situ-
ation comedy ‘Cheers’, Threadless has been a place I can come and rest my life [...]
(Wharton).

(Continued)
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Table 1. (Continued)

Type of motivation | Undermining Examples
motivations
Extrinsic Monetary and Money I just want the money (biotwist).
non-monetary motiva- Gifts No, I haven’t landed my second print but i was pleasantly surprised to wake up this
tional drivers . . A ) A N
morning with an email telling me i have won some Flaming Lips merchandise simply
for voting on all the designs (mip1980).

Badges I know what people mean when they say a badge is no big deal, but I remember from
personal experience - it’s no big deal once you have it :) Before you have it it feels like
the hugest possible deal (celandinestern).

Consistent feedback I do wish Threadless rewarded the people who reach scoring milestones rather than
just a random week of scoring (jess4002).

4.2.1.3. Flow. By using game thinking and design, Threadless satisfies the preconditions for
entering the flow state (Csikszentmihadlyi et al., 2005). In particular, members are provided with
the set of clear goals such as voting for a design, creating designs, and submitting them in or-
der to win the challenge and get printed. The feedback is ensured by virtual community scoring
and commenting on the designs and the Threadless staff approving and selecting the designs
to print. Moreover, topics of challenges vary and submissions do not have to be artistically
complex which ensures that each participant can do his best using the skills he has. Based on
this, we assume that Threadless community members can achieve the state of flow. However,
it is hard to draw the line between flow, addiction and fun as motivational factors.

4.2.1.4. Addiction. For years, members show gradually growing degree of engagement from
random voting on design to weekly submissions. Members highlight their desire to participate
in the community and challenges by stating “I made myself commit to weekly participation”
(benjaminleebates2013) and “I will do this every week. Until it’s not cool anymore” (space-
sick2011). This refers to high degree of engagement, commitment to the development of crea-
tive skills, and creation of a stronger bond with the community triggered by appointment
dynamics (i.e. specific times/places a participants must participate; Gamification.org, 2013).
We observe that participants consistently login at least once a week in order to post new sub-
missions, reply to forum threads, and to provide feedback in the form of gratitude or design
criticism. In repetition of such actions as submitting, voting, commenting, and buying
Threadless members show behavioral momentum game dynamics (i.e. people’s tendency to
keep doing what they have been doing) pinpointed by McGonigal (2011). Addiction to the com-
munity is highlighted by the quote of the member setting “Threadless Lifetime Goals” (see
Table 1). Shaping one’s life goals around the virtual community shows the importance of
Threadless in one’ life and addiction to the community.

4.2.2. Internalized extrinsic motivations

4.2.2.1. Achievements—Challenge—Self efficacy. Threadless exists to monetize the creativity
of the crowd, thus, the ultimate goal of many members is to obtain high voting score and even-
tually get printed. Score breakdown and analysis of previous submission and evolution of
scores are discussed in many blog posts. This refers to the development of skills and expertise,
but also members’ desire to achieve higher score and prove their competences. Participants
constantly submit designs in various competitions regardless of the degree of their expertise in
the hope of winning which refers to urgent optimism game dynamics (i.e. extreme self-moti-
vation; McGonigal, 2011). Although being printed is important, a bigger goal for members is to
excel professionally and see people wearing their designs: “I signed up in the hope of some-
body wearing my work” (ThomasOrrow 2013), “otherwise it’s lovely to see all these beautiful
people who have bought the dress - makes me very happy” (digsy 2013).
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Any submission, both regular and for a challenge, has to compete for votes with works of artists
from all over the world. Many participants underline the competitive nature of their personality,
which stimulates them for further submissions and facilitates portfolio enhancement. This finding
correlates with game-related motivational factors pinpointed by Yee (2006). Always ongoing chal-
lenges fostering the competitiveness between members and further development of artistic skills
and relationships shapes Threadless as an infinite game.

In addition, by giving the power of selection to its members Threadless shows ownership game
dynamics (i.e. a sense of control). Designs are not only picked by the stuff, but every voter contributes
to the designer’s victory. Members express this dynamics by voting for beloved prints and make
designers achievement happen. Hence, we observe high importance of achievement, challenge, and
competition as a motivation for crowdsourcing engagement.

4.2.2.2. Recognition—Visibility. Members show the aspiration for recognition by starting self-
promotion campaigns and demonstrating their expertise. Self-promotion is often used both by
new and experienced artists to draw attention to their newest submissions. Broad exposure to
people both within and outside the virtual community gives the designers an opportunity to
gain visibility and admiration.

4.2.2.3. Relationship building and consciousness of kind. Threadless community is competitive
but also friendly. Relationship building and community belonging are reflected in the way
members communicate. They behave exceptionally politely and show respect to each other.
They also involve in ongoing knowledge transfer. Similarly to Brabham (2010), we identify that
community itself is an important motivational factor for Threadless members. The Threadless
community represents a place to share ideas and talk about private matters, which stimulates
members for co-creation. The community is a competitor advantage of Threadless over other
collaboration or creative websites. With Threadless being on the market for years, many mem-
bers have a long history associated with the platform, which leads to relationships formation
amongst them both privately, in real life and for new products development.

4.2.2.4. Escapism. Some members get involved with Threadless community to cope with their
real-life problems and escape from the reality. To avoid boring work and entertain themselves,
they post in the forum, vote, or create new threads. Furthermore, existing friendly relationships
in the community create a fruitful atmosphere for escapism.

4.2.3. Extrinsic motivations
Both monetary rewards and non-monetary rewards can be found in Threadless as a form of extrinsic
motivation.

4.2.3.1. Monetary rewards. Threadless tends to stimulate co-creation by financial awards for
winning challenges, subchallenges and being printed. For example, the artists whose designs
get printed receive monetary rewards (ranging from $250 to $2,000) and royalties (ranging
between 3 and 20%). The winners of the competitions organized together with partner compa-
nies (e.g. “Threadless + Sony: Your soundtrack”, “Threadless + GAP Worn-In") often get cash
prize, a gift certificate from Threadless, and a giveaway from the partner company. In the
“Community design challenges” run by Threadless members, the winners receive art prints,
poster prints, iPhone cases and t-shirts, donated by other members.

This kind of monetary rewards in the form of money or gifts are recognized by many members as a
strong motivational driver and they admit that they participate in the Threadless community because

they want the money (see Table 1).

4.2.3.2. Non-monetary rewards. “Alumnus” status (gained once you get the first design print-
ed) is a goal for many community members. In addition to the feeling of accomplishment and
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community recognition alumni can access the forum closed for other members. Such segrega-
tion shows that the access is used as the reward for achieving higher community status. Before
Threadless also used badges, but abandoned them in 2012. However, many members clearly
suggest introducing them again on the consistent basis. For members, a badge is a source of
recognition of one’s work as worth time and effort. Although financial rewards for winning
challenges and weekly scorings are in place, some members miss being praised for reaching
scoring milestones. This implies the need in more consistent and fast feedback, new goals and
non-monetary rewards for smaller accomplishments (see Table 1).

In addition to awarding the winners, Threadless rewards active members with a free merchandise
or Threadless cash for voting and submitting photos of wearing products. Such encouragement has
proven to successfully work in motivating consumer to participate further in co-creation and per-
forming sometimes tedious tasks.

4.3. Challenges related to using gamification mechanics

Threadless members believe that the community is changing for the worse and there is a threat of
community destruction. Many members connect it with the change of the website layout and voting
system accompanying it. The increase in cheating and unfairness triggered a wave of complaints,
investigations, and lowered the number of active voters. Recent experiences with challenges show
that the community has transformed from giving honest feedback to favoring friends and
acquaintances.

As a result, we observe a self-protection mechanism. By appealing to the staff with growing num-
ber of low votes and presenting downvoters, the community aims to return back to the equilibrium
state. Many members suggest implementation of game mechanics to achieve higher status differ-
entiation, improve exclusivity of participation, and shield Threadless from harmful members. The
members perceive game mechanics as an instrument to ensure fairness and, therefore, protect and
reinforce the community: “But what if we were to stop this by implementing a system that unlocked
features only for users that have proven that they actually want to be a part of Threadless and not
just annoy people/downvote perfectly good designs?” (AbstractMatter 2013).

5. Discussion

The current research investigates how and why consumers engage in a gamified crowdfunding com-
munity. By using Threadless community as an exemplary case, we explore the effect of different
game mechanics and dynamics on consumers’ motivations to participate in innovation process and
product development. Threadless employs a wide array of game mechanics including challenges,
achievements, countdowns, discovery, points, reward schedules, and status. Once the consumers
are engaged in the community, they are introduced to “how to” tutorial featuring progressive steps
new members should take in order to excel on Threadless game. Moreover, assistance provided by
forum participants on any stage of project development plays the role of feedback game mechanics,
which allow for interaction, promotion, sharing, and discussions.

The success and effectiveness of gamification in social media crowdsourcing projects can be as-
sessed by three main outcome measures: (1) number of contributions; (2) quality of contributions;
and (3) active member engagement in the online community project. Our qualitative analysis of
online content and Threadless statistics combined document that Threadless performs very well on
all the three outcome measures. Threadless receives about 125 design submissions a day, which
generate votes from the site’s hundreds of thousands of users on a daily basis. In turn, these activi-
ties generate half a dozen new T-shirt offerings a week sold in batches of 1,500 (Walker, 2007).
Almost everything sells out. These numbers show that Threadless has managed to achieve not only
a great number of contributions, but also “high contribution quality” by crowdsourcing quality con-
trol to their members through the voting mechanism. In the current study, we observe members’
response to the Threadless gamification initiatives by following their Internet conversations and
studying the exemplar quotes. Our findings confirm that Threadless members are highly engaged
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and motivated to participate in the crowdsourcing, and that their motivations relate to the gamifica-
tion elements employed by Threadless.

The crowdsourcing model enriched with gamified elements gives consumers the power to make
decisions about products on their own terms (Pires, Stanton, & Rita, 2006). Point mechanism of vot-
ing and challenges give consumers the perception of ownership over selection and production.
Ongoing design challenges have proven to result in thousands of submissions from across the globe
and have significantly boosted member creativity. Threadless promotes user competitiveness by
point scoring game mechanics that is based on voting for submitted designs. Furthermore, Threadless
also uses bonus game mechanics to provide monetary and non-monetary rewards to its members
for having completed a specific task during the design challenge. A wide range of community-hosted
challenges appeal to the competitive nature of members’ personality, and allow them to step out of
their comfort zone. The repeating nature of Threadless game can be explained through its infinite
gameplay dynamics, implying that a game does not have an explicit end. Thus, members may re-
main engaged in this game and co-create value.

Contribution of each individual member to the community is highlighted by the status game me-
chanics. Although Threadless does not have a more common hierarchical system of statuses, every
member has a personal page giving overview of their activities, submissions, prints, etc. Moreover,
alumni status is given to participants as they get their first design printed. This status allows gaining
more value in community interactions and enjoying access to special restricted area of the forum,
yet another powerful game mechanic.

Our analysis of consumer interactions reveals that members’ co-creation motivations stem from
both crowdsourcing process itself and the gamification elements introduced by Threadless. Although
extrinsic rewards, both monetary and non-monetary, are well represented on Threadless, intrinsic
and internalized extrinsic motivations such as community, addiction, self-development and chal-
lenge are the strongest drivers, which keep people engaged. As noted by Fiiller (2010), co-creation is
driven by fun. On Threadless, it is the fun of playing the game. Moreover, this joy can be better de-
scribed as “hard fun”, i.e. positive stress from achieving a difficult goal (McGonigal, 2011). Moreover,
the inspiration factor as a form of arousal seeking has strong presence in the community. Also,
Threadless complies with the conditions for achieving flow state, a feeling of happiness associated
with playing a game (Csikszentmihdlyi et al., 2005). Nevertheless, in the context of Threadless, it is
hard to draw the line between flow, addiction and fun as motivational factors. Addiction as a moti-
vational driver is highlighted by both crowdsourcing and gamification scholars (Brabham, 2010; Goh
& Lee, 2011). Similar to Brabham’s (2010), we notice that members consistently surf website, answer
posts, comment, produce, and submit artwork. Some members even shape their lifetime goals
around Threadless community. Addicted members use Threadless to escape real-life problems and
boredom.

Although abundance of quantitative game mechanics may be damaging for the platform due to
oversimplification, consumers actively ask for them in their online discussions and show concerns
for the removal of some game mechanics such as badges and shields (Boulet, 2012). They complain
about these missing game mechanics, since they want to get appreciation for reaching scoring mile-
stones (Deci, Koestner, & Ryan, 2001; Zichermann & Cunningham, 2011). This calls for the need for
more consistent and quick feedback, along with recognition, praise, and increased non-monetary
rewards for smaller accomplishments.

Gamified environments are often criticized for being too focused on quantitative performance
measurement such as points (Deterding, 2011). Nevertheless, we discovered that Threadless does
not rest solely on quantitative elements but rather embraces a compelling range of other mechan-
ics. Unlike other platforms employing gamification, Threadless in fact steps out of pointification and
simple game mechanics, or non-monetary extrinsic rewards. For instance, leader boards were aban-
doned; badges, levels, and progression in its classic perception of virtual goods and progress bars do
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not exist. It can be explained by Threadless ambition to maintain long-term community engage-
ment and mitigate the risk of being the part of the community just for the sake of games.

Despite of all the benefits of gamified crowdsourcing, we uncover certain drawbacks. We noticed
that a relatively small part of the community members obtain rewards through unfair means such
as cheating and breaking the rules of the Threadless game. They abuse the system by creating mul-
tiple accounts, down-voting, even asking friends to score high for them and low for others. Such
occurrences are made possible through certain game mechanics, such as the voting system, the
points mechanism, the availability of monetary rewards, and the desire to obtain higher community
status. However, social shame and transparency allow discovering fraud and mitigating drawbacks
of gamification.

The current study provides valuable insights for companies willing to leverage the collective wis-
dom of their consumers through gamified strategies. To start with, companies need to understand
that consumers are fun seekers. They will carry out activities without expecting anything in return, if
they perceive it as being fun. Additionally, consumers aspire for recognition and often would spend
time only to get the praise and appreciation from fellow consumers in the community. If consumers
perceive their contributions as being appreciated by the company, it will strengthen their engage-
ment. Companies should openly acknowledge consumers’ contributions and give them recognition
by using flexible reward system, statuses, and challenges. Despite the importance of extrinsic re-
wards, it is also essential to realize that solely relying on cash prizes, bonuses, and other extrinsic
motivations and game mechanics will not insure success in the long run. Intrinsic factors are crucial
for maintaining consumers’ continued engagement and therefore we strongly recommend compa-
nies to deeply embed intrinsic elements within their communities and build the virtual brand com-
munity around common interest and passion. Another important implication is that once used game
mechanics should not be discontinued as members start craving for their return.

The use of gamification for crowdsourcing innovation and product development is an unexplored
territory, and therefore our study is of highly explorative nature. Due to the lack of available macro
data, we have chosen a case study as a research method. We use a critical case of Threadless to get
new insights on how companies employ game design and game elements for motivating participa-
tion in the crowdsourcing initiatives. We also use netnographic observation to understand consum-
ers’ response to gamification strategies. However, due to the explorative nature of this study we
cannot compare and assess the effectiveness of different gamification strategies. Previous research
argues that in online communities intrinsic motivations dominate (Dahlander & Magnusson, 2005;
Hertel et al., 2003; Shah, 2006). Also, the importance of intrinsic motivations is highlighted in the
literature on gaming (Fang & Zhao, 2010; McGonigal, 2011). Still, Brabham (2008) demonstrates the
crucial role of monetary rewards in the Threadless community and several authors show that a
combination of intrinsic and extrinsic motives encourages contributors to get involved in content
creation activities (e.g. Fiiller, 2010).

Our study suggests intrinsic and internalized extrinsic motivations are the strongest motivational
drivers even if extrinsic rewards are important. Still, we recognize the need to compare the effects of
different gamification elements and encourage further research in this direction. One follow-up can
be an experiment that compares the effectiveness of intrinsic motivations with internalized extrinsic
motivations and its various component parts such as achievement and recognition in achieving their
intended aims (e.g. more participation in crowdsourcing initiatives). By providing an overview of dif-
ferent gamification strategies and related consumer motivations, the current study acts as an im-
portant starting point for further investigations in this direction.

However, this study has some limitations worth mentioning. Netnography allows us to observe
and interpret the consumer conversations that are virtually available in written form. The same
study conducted by researchers with different background might yield different results due to the
subjective nature of their interpretation of the same quotes. To mitigate this effect, we attempted to
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explore the meaning of quotes from different perspectives, used multiple data sources and checked
interpretations to reveal new meanings. However, caution has to be taken while generalizing the
results. In addition, our results fail to incorporate the richness of human interactions such as body
language and tone of voice, and limit the analysis to be solely based on the written conversations.
To address this issue, we immersed ourselves in the community culture though long-term
engagement.

Further research can focus on different types of intrinsic and extrinsic motivations that affect con-
sumer engagement in crowdsourcing communities. In particular, the relationship between flow, ad-
diction, and fun as motivational drivers for consumer engagement can be further explored. Future
studies can also investigate the effects of various other game mechanics, which are not used in
Threadless community (e.g. leader boards and levels). Unintended behavior that emerges from using
game mechanics can be another interesting topic for research. For instance, it is important to look on
how game mechanics can be misused and develop recommendations and measures for prevention
of cheating and other downsides of gamification. Additionally, it would be valuable to see how gami-

fication is used for encouraging consumer engagement in other contexts in diverse industries.
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